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PREFACE 
 

Character is not made in a crisis, it is only exhibited. 
- Robert Freeman 

 

This is a book about crisis, conflict and change. But more than 

that, for leaders, it is about personal choices and defining mo-

ments. 

A defining moment is when true character is demonstrated 

by action. When the cashier gives you too much change and you 

make the effort to return it—that is a defining moment. Before 

the exchange you were just a face in the crowd; but afterward 

you are known as an honest, ethical individual. When a stranger 

is injured and needs help; and you ignore his condition, that is a 

defining moment. Before the incident your true self was un-

known; but afterward, you are revealed as selfish and insensitive.  

The duty of leadership is to face challenging dilemmas and 

make hard decisions regarding them. It is how the leader re-

sponds to these challenges and decides his course of action that 

reveal the quality and depth of his character. These are the defin-

ing moments of leadership and no where are they more predomi-

nate than in times of crisis, conflict and change. What we do, 

what we say, and the distinctions we make during these difficult 

times reveal and define who we are and the values for which we 

stand.  

September 11, 2001 is an infamous date known around the 

world when terrorists attacked the United States. But for Rudy 

Giuliani, the mayor of New York City at that time, it became a de-

fining moment. His role in leading the City during and after the 

attacks on the World Trade Center raised him to national stature, 
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caused him to be named Time Magazine’s 2001 Person of the 

Year and forever hailed him as “America’s Mayor.” Amidst mas-

sive panic, falling toxic debris and intense managerial pressure, 

Rudy Giuliani remained visible, confident and decisive. His re-

sponse forever defined him as a leader who could be trusted to 

handle any leadership challenge, regardless of the stakes. 

On January 15, 2009, US Airways Flight 1549 hit a flock of 

geese and was forced to ditch in the Hudson River off Manhattan, 

New York. It was a harrowing event for the 155 passengers on 

board, but for the pilot of the plane, Captain “Sully” Sullenbber-

ger, it was a defining moment. Those with him in the cabin de-

scribed his demeanor as calm and poised during the crisis. The 

mayor of New York, Michael Bloomberg called him “Captain 

Cool.” Forever he will be remembered as the leader who re-

mained calm under pressure and saved the lives of 155 people. 

By contrast, Sully himself stated that the moments before the 

crasher were “the worst sickening, pit-of-your stomach, falling-

through-the-floor feeling” he had ever experienced. Despite that, 

he remained in control and proved himself as one of the most 

heroic and respected leaders in modern times. 

In contrast to Rudy Giuliani and Sully Sullenbberger, consider 

an event of November 25, 2009. On this date The National En-

quirer ran a story claiming that a famous athlete had an extra-

marital affair with a nightclub stripper. Until that time, Tiger 

Woods had been known as the most successful golfer and highest 

paid professional athlete of all time. He was a leader among his 

peers. His trophies included 14 professional championships, 71 

PGA Tour events and more PGA wins than any other golfer. He 

was the youngest player to achieve the Grand Slam as well as 50 
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tournaments wins on tour. He won 16 World Golf Championships, 

was awarded PGA Player of the Year 10 times, and earned the 

Byron Nelson Award for best scoring average a record 8 times. 

Yet, despite all these awards for his professional athletic achieve-

ments, Tiger Woods will mostly be remembered for the defining 

moment in which he admitted he had been unfaithful to his wife 

with over a dozen women. On April 8, 2010, Woods returned to 

professional competition, but at the time of this writing, is still 

defined by his infamous infidelity with numerous women. 

Every leader will face defining moments. And like the exam-

ples above, most of these moments come in times of crisis, con-

flict and change. How the leader responds will depend on his 

character and the values that drive him. Those who value selfless 

service to others and commitment to the organization will re-

spond as did Rudy Giuliani and Sully Sullenbberger. Those who 

demonstrate self preservation and momentary gratification will 

act more like a Tiger Woods violating the commitment he made 

to his family. May we as leaders face crisis, conflict and change as 

defining moments that reveal the depth and quality of our char-

acter. 
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WHEN CHANGE IS NEEDED 
 

Great ideas often receive violent opposition 

from mediocre minds. 

- Albert Einstein 

 

Leaders are in the change business. Whether corporate, civic, 

church, or some other enterprise, the leader’s responsibility is to 

chart a course that brings improvement, enlargement or some 

kind of positive progression. In situations where such progression 

is not occurring, it is the leader’s responsibility to find out why 

and change it. 

Any study of great leaders will reveal this quality. They are 

men and women who challenge the status quo of their given cul-

ture, articulate a greater future and pull people there by the force 

of their passion and example of their sacrifice. 

In order to fully appreciate the nature of change, one must 

first understand something about “culture.” Culture is defined as 

the predominate beliefs and behaviors in a particular social 

group. It is what is normal, acceptable and typical. In some cases, 

the culture of an organization can be thriving as people are devel-

oping or improving themselves mentally, spiritually and physi-

cally. In many cases however, culture tends to stagnate. People 

naturally gravitate toward a condition of rest and comfort where 

there is little tension or pressure. In this state people also be-

come sedentary and lackadaisical. Vigilance turns to relaxation. 

Passion fades into apathy. Perseverance gives way to resignation 

and sacrifice succumbs to gratification. 

Leaders however, cannot tolerate the cultural status quo. 
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Leaders see things differently than average people. They believe 

things should be better and they cannot rest until they do some-

thing about it. They have a bias to action, a sense of responsibility 

that cries out: “It’s up to me to make a difference and if I don’t 

act, part of the blame must fall to me.” This is why leaders are 

driven to take initiative. They can’t wait for someone else to moti-

vate them, they’re already motivated by the need to make things 

right. 

Perhaps there is no better example of such initiative to 

change culture than the leaders of the American Civil Rights 

Movement in the 1950’s and 60’s. These brave men and women 

refused to accept the status quo of cultural racism and they did 

something about it. Not all of them had titles, positions or plat-

forms from which to make speeches, but they shared one power-

ful quality: a passion to change “the way things are.” 

Rosa Parks was an average African American woman who left 

work and boarded a bus for home on December 1, 1955. When 

the bus became crowded, she was ordered by its driver to give up 

her seat to a white passenger—standard practice in the culture of 

that time. Rosa however, had enough of racist humiliation and 

refused to give up her seat. Her brave defiance was an act of 

leadership that launched a boycott of that city’s bus company. 

17,000 black residents of Montgomery, Alabama followed her 

example and joined the boycott until the Supreme Court inter-

vened and declared segregation on buses unconstitutional. This 

quiet, unassuming seamstress challenged a culture and became 

known as “the mother of the civil rights movement.” 

Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. also refused to accept the racial 

prejudice of American culture. In his “I Have a Dream” speech, he 
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envisioned a nation “where men were not judged on the color of 

their skin but on the content of their character.” With his power-

ful words and stirring vocal imagery, he inspired millions to reject 

centuries-old hypocrisy about race in the United States. Although 

gunned down on a motel balcony in 1968 for his bold leadership, 

Martin Luther King is forever hailed of one of the greatest heroes 

of American history because he acted against cultural status quo. 

And then there was “The Little Rock Nine.” They were the 

first African American teenagers to attend an all white high 

school in Little Rock Arkansas in 1957. Empowered through the 

desegregation laws enacted by the Supreme Court, these nine 

students were determined to receive the same education offered 

to white students. Their brave leadership would face strong resis-

tance from a culture mired in racism. On the first day of school, 

the governor of Arkansas ordered the state's National Guard to 

block them from entering the school. President Eisenhower was 

forced to send in federal troops to escort them into the building. 

Every morning, crowds of angry whites taunted, threatened and 

spat upon the Little Rock Nine. But as scared as they were, they 

wouldn't give up. They challenged an ugly culture of racism and 

defeated it. 

The reality is good leadership is often countercultural. It is 

deliberately at variance with the accepted norm because it leads 

people to new and better places. In the 1950s and 60s, many 

Americans didn’t want to be taken to a new and better place with 

regard to racial prejudice; they were quite content to enjoy the 

perverse benefits of subjugating minorities. But Rosa Parks, Mar-

tin Luther King and the Little Rock Nine were in the change busi-

ness. They wanted positive progression and when it wasn’t hap-
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pening, they confronted the brutal facts of their culture and insti-

gated change by the power of their own passion. 

 

The Brutal Facts 
 

Yes, leadership is about vision. But leadership is equally about 
creating a climate where the truth is heard and the brutal facts 

confronted.  - Jim Collins, Good to Great 

 

The primal duty of leadership is to provide vision. But any 

vision that fails to consider the present deficiencies of the organi-

zation is short sighted and lacks credibility. It’s like promising to 

give someone a ride in a car that has no wheels or pledging to pay 

a debt when you have insufficient funds. Vision is meaningless if 

it doesn’t identify weaknesses and offer solutions to remedy 

them. 

In his book Good to Great, Jim Collins lists the unusual quali-

ties that propel good companies into greatness. One indispensa-

ble quality of these companies is their willingness to regularly dis-

cuss where they are ineffective or failing to achieve their core 

values. It is by identifying such failures that effective leaders real-

ize the need for change. Some changes may be minor and require 

simple course corrections while some may be systemic and re-

quire changes in the culture of the organization. In either case, 

change is needed and it is the leader’s job to initiate it. 

Unfortunately, many leaders fail in this regard. Instead of get-

ting out in front and communicating the need to address the bru-

tal facts, they fade off into the background and do nothing. This is 

true for several reasons: 

Some leaders may have become complacent. If you drop a 

live frog into a kettle full of hot water, it will jump out immedi-
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ately. But if you put that frog in cool water and slowly heat the 

kettle, he doesn’t discern the threat of the warming temperature; 

instead, he becomes comfortable and eventually boils to death. 

When leaders exist for so long in an ineffective organization, they 

forget what hard work and positive progression feel like and suc-

cumb to the comfortable lukewarmness of inaction. They say 

something like this: “Make changes? Challenge status quo? 

What’s the point? I have my position, I have my paycheck and 

everything is fine the way it is.” But they fail to discern that their 

complacency is fueling a fire. They’ve become insensitive to the 

needs of the organization and the changes that must be made. 

The water is heating up and the brutal facts of the organization’s 

failures will bring things to the boiling point. By then, unfortu-

nately, it may be too late to save the leader’s credibility. 

 Other leaders are simply afraid. They don’t want to rock the 

boat. They don’t want to be criticized or challenged so they do 

nothing. However, inaction is often more perilous than wrong 

action—especially when it comes to leadership. In fact, by doing 

nothing, leaders do not avoid criticism, they invite it.  

Most first chair leaders are surrounded by other leaders who 

are effective, smart, bias to action people. They often help the 

first chair leader achieve great success. However, if the first chair 

leader doesn’t lead effectively, those in the second chair can be-

come his worst nightmare. I’ve heard from some pastors who 

complain about deacons saying they are “demon-possessed” be-

cause those pastors are often criticized and challenged by them. 

But it may not be that the deacons are demonized, it may simply 

be that the pastor is a bad leader—and those around him know it. 

One of the smartest things a leader can do is be the first to recog-
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nize and identify the brutal facts. In doing so, he gets out in front 

and takes control. He frames the discourse and can offer solu-

tions which gives the impression that he is in charge and aware of 

the organization’s needs.  

Aristotle, the Greek Philosopher (384 – 322 BC) is quoted as 

saying, “Nature abhors a vacuum.” He was talking about voids in 

space that are antithetical to natural order into which some kind 

of matter will always flow. In a similar way, “Leadership abhors a 

vacuum.” In organizations where there are brutal facts that 

should be dealt with or crises about to erupt, leaders who prefer 

not to deal with them are creating a void. Without fail, some-

thing—or someone will always flow into that void with criticism, 

challenges or insurrection. However, that doesn’t mean that this 

usurper is a bad person, he may be a very good person. More 

likely, it means that the leader is inept and created a vacuum by 

his refusal to lead. 

Effective organizations are led by leaders who are willing to 

confront the brutal facts. They brainstorm with their leadership 

teams and put the group’s failures on the table for everyone to 

see and they deal with it! They get out in front, they frame the 

discussion, they take charge and try to move the organization 

toward necessary change. 

 

Lead or Get Out of the Way 
 

We find ourselves in a time when leadership is sorely needed.  
From the chaos, confusion, and rampant mediocrity that we find 
in our school, churches, workplaces, families, national politics, 
and international relations, the same questions seem to echo: 
ôWill somebody please lead? Isnõt there anybody who can fix this? 
Is there anyone who cares enough to take responsibility for im-
provement here?õ - Chris Brady & Orrin Woodward, Launching a 

Leadership Revolution 
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In 1945, the American President Harry Truman had a sign on 

his desk that read, “The Buck Stops Here.” It was derived from 

the slang expression “Pass the Buck” which means to pass re-

sponsibility on to someone else.  

“Passing the Buck” originated in the card game of poker 

where a marker, known in frontier times to be a knife with a 

buckhorn handle, was handed to the person whose turn it was to 

deal the cards. If the player did not wish to deal he could evade 

the responsibility by passing the "buck," as the marker was called, 

to the next player. President Truman believed that leaders could 

not shirk responsibility—the buck had to stop at them. In fact, in 

his farewell speech, Truman asserted: “The President—whoever 

he is—has to decide. He can't pass the buck to anybody. No one 

else can do the deciding for him. That's his job.” 

This is the essence of leadership for any leader—not just 

presidents. Whatever realm you have been given to manage or 

lead, the buck must stop with you. Even though you may delegate 

authority, you can never delegate responsibility. If those you’ve 

delegated to fail, you’re still responsible. The buck stops at you 

the leader. Either lead or get out of the way. 

There is a spirit attacking leaders today. Simply stated, it is a 

spirit that causes leaders “not to lead.” 

The nature of leadership is to stand out in front and call oth-

ers to a higher place, but this spirit causes leaders to lag behind 

with apathy and malaise. When they should be pointing the way, 

challenging the prevailing attitudes of mediocrity, this spirit in-

duces leaders to sit idly on the sidelines with hands in pocket 

blending into the background of apathy and disinterest. 
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Leadership is not just having a title. It’s more than sitting on a 

committee. Leadership is about people. It is having such an effect 

on people that they take ownership of the same attitudes, values 

and convictions of the one leading them. 

To lead is to be in the “place where we all should be” and 

then “pull” people into that place by the power of one’s own pas-

sion. Sadly, many believe that because they attend board meet-

ings or have an elevated title that they function as a leader. They 

are mistaken. Trustees who manage a place of worship but do not 

show people how to worship in that place are not leading. Dea-

cons who affirm their belief in prayer but do not attend prayer 

meetings are not leading. Elders who “amen” their agreement 

with the concept of holiness but do not openly demonstrate re-

pentance and display a passion for personal purity are not lead-

ing. 

Leaders are “first.” They do not wait for an invitation or rely 

on encouragement from their peers. They lead. Leaders are the 

first ones to worship, the first ones to give, the first to pray, re-

pent and weep over sin. They are the first to serve, the first to 

shout “amen” and the first to the altar for deeper consecration. 

Leaders constantly look behind at the ranks that follow and chal-

lenge complacency by the force of their own example. They do 

not wait for someone else to determine the environment, they 

decide how the environment should be and set out to change it. 

True leadership can be likened to a thermostat regulating the 

temperature of a room. If the spiritual climate of a house grows 

cold, the leader turns up the heat by the intensity of his own pas-

sion and converts the environment to his own character. On the 

other hand, some leaders are more like thermometers. Instead of 
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influencing the environment, they are influenced by it and con-

form to it. When watching such apathetic leadership, one will not 

see a passionate example of where God is calling His body to; in-

stead, one will see a mere reflection of the tired lukewarmness 

that has gripped the community and is destroying it. 

Either lead or get out of the way. 
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THE CHANGE LEADER 
 

When youõre finished changing, youõre finished. 
- Benjamin Franklin 

 

There are two questions every leader must ask. First, if there 

is one thing you could change about your church, ministry or or-

ganization, what would it be? Second, what’s stopping you? 

Change is a healthy reality of life. In fact, not only is it essen-

tial to an organization’s effectiveness, it is vital to its survival. In-

dustry is constantly changing to meet the needs of markets. Tech-

nology is evolving at dizzying speeds. Culture is in a constant state 

of flux. The way people think, act and relate to others today is 

radically different than they did just ten or twenty years ago. Un-

fortunately, the church and its leaders are often slow to adjust to 

these changes. As a result, not only do they fail to impact society, 

many are in steep decline. 

Peter Drucker wrote, “Every few hundred years in Western 

history there occurs a sharp transformation. Within a few short 

decades, society rearranges itself—its world view; its basic val-

ues; its social and political structures; its arts; its key institutions. 

Fifty years later there is a new world. And the people born then 

cannot even imagine the world in which their grandparents lived 

and into which their parents were born.  We are currently living 

through just such a transition.” The leader’s role is to discern such 

societal rearrangements and adjust the organization accordingly. 

Just as missionaries must adapt to the language and culture of 

the people they are reaching, so also must pastors speak the lan-

guage of their surrounding culture and keep the ministry of the 

church relevant. In order to do this effectively, there are five prin-


