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A Brief Exploration of ‘leadership’ amongst Baptists (BMJ 303 July 2009) 
 
By Andy Goodliff 
 
One recent academic has said that ‘leadership is a growth industry and remains a 

“sexy concept” and a buzz word.’1  Within the church, ordained ministry is for many 

today understood principally in terms of leadership, although often joined by the 

words ‘spiritual’, ‘pastoral’ or ‘servant.’ A survey of the titles of books published in 

last twenty years show a huge increase in books concerned with church leadership. 

The popular church growth strategies, epitomised perhaps by Rick Warren’s The 

Purpose-Driven Church, argue that church growth is a result of leadership.  

 

In 1990 the Baptist minister and then Principal of Spurgeon’s College, Paul Beasley-

Murray, published Dynamic Leadership.  In this book he argues that ‘as a Baptist 

theological college, Spurgeon’s is in the business of training up leaders for today’s 

and tomorrow’s churches.’2  He understands the goal of Spurgeon’s College is not 

training people as ministers, but as leaders. Beasley-Murray recognises that this 

description of ministers and pastors as ‘leaders’ is relatively new, but it is increasingly 

being recognised, to the extent, he argues, that ‘the gifts of preaching and pastoral 

care are less significant for growth than the gifts of administration and 

leadership/vision.’3  In 1993 Beasley-Murray wrote a chapter where he argues that the 

‘concept of leadership is the distinguishing concept between the ordained ministry of 

the church and the general ministry of the church.’4  In 1995 Beasley-Murray wrote a 

second book called A Call To Excellence.5  With the subtitle, ‘An Essential Guide to 

Christian Leadership,’ Beasley-Murray explores the seven most important aspects of 

ministry: the professional pastor, the effective leader, the charismatic preacher, the 

creative liturgist, the missionary strategist, the senior care-giver, and the exemplary 

pilgrim.  Here we find the emphasis again that ministry equals leadership.  As in his 

other work, Beasley-Murray refers to Peter Wagner, who developed the Church 

Growth Movement and argued that leadership was a vital sign of a growing church.  

He quotes Lyle Schaller, who says that ‘the pastor must be willing to accept and fill a 

strong leadership role and serve as number-one leader in the congregation.’6 This 

stress on leadership and church growth can also be found in popular writings, like The 

Purpose-Driven Church by Rick Warren and The Passionate Church by Mike Breen.  

Warren says ‘the longevity of leadership is a critical factor for the health and growth 
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of a church family.’7  Breen says we live in ‘a management-orientated society … 

[where] for many, a management-orientated pastor feels “safer” than a leadership-

orientated pastor.’8  What the church needs according to Breen is ‘to restore and 

encourage leadership.’9 What Breen means by ‘management-orientated’ is a pastor 

who focuses on maintaining the congregation, rather than growing a congregation.  

Breen continues by arguing that ‘Jesus was the best leader the world has ever seen. 

He was also the greatest leadership trainer. If we follow his example and his 

teachings, we can be the leaders God intends us to be.’10  Where in scripture does it 

say that Christian discipleship is about becoming ‘the leaders God intends us to be’?  

This is one example of a repeated pattern of eisegesis found in both Breen and 

Warren.       

 
The Anglican Steven Croft has criticised this turn towards emphasis of ‘leader’, 

which he says is ‘often dressed in a veneer of Christian language.’11  He argues that 

the word ‘leader’ is ‘becoming the most commonly used titled for a person called to 

full-time Christian work within Churches.’12  It has become a substitute for the more 

traditional language of ‘priest,’ ‘minister’ or ‘pastor.’  Croft’s concern is that although 

there is something to be learnt from the world of management and leadership studies, 

an overemphasis and ‘uncritical adoption’ has the danger of ‘be[ing] a leader 

becom[ing] more central than exercis[ing] a priestly or presbyteral model of prayer, 

preaching and pastoral care.’13  In support, Croft refers to Stephen Pattison’s 

argument that ‘leadership and management ideas are not neutral in terms of values.’14  

In embracing these ideas, we embrace their associated political and cultural 

assumptions.  Pattison wants Christians to be ‘wary of uncritically adopting a set of 

practices that embody a worldview that could be characterized as wildly over 

optimistic, narrow in its view of human nature and relationships, Pelegian (i.e. 

ignorant of the fallen, sinful and harmful nature of human being and endeavour), 

utopian, exploitative, and trivializing of the chaotic and unpredictable nature of the 

world.’15  

 

He shows a deep unease with the increase in managerial and leadership theory in the 

church. He comments that ‘a recent anthology on managerial leadership in the church 

provides a negligible amount of religious thought about leadership while 

enthusiastically commending managerial derived ideas to a religious audience.’16  He 
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goes on to say, against those that appear to suggest otherwise, ‘God is not a manager. 

Jesus was not a management expert.’17  For Croft, the language of ‘leader’ can only 

partially express what it means to be a minister and therefore we must not ‘allow them 

uncritically to shape or understanding of Christian ministry.’18  The words ‘pastor’ or 

‘minister’ cannot neutrally be interchanged with the word ‘leader’.  The language of 

‘leader’ is loaded with the need to be effective, to reach goals, to grow, where I would 

suggest that the language or ‘pastor’ and ‘minister’ is foremost about being faithful to 

a calling and a promise from God, not to a set of tasks or qualities. 

 

Nigel Wright argues that it is not a question of ‘whether there should be leaders in 

church but the content and style of that leadership.’19  It is ‘Christ-like leadership’ that 

should be exercised, this is ‘not opposed to service, it is a form of service.’20  

According to Wright, ‘to deny the nature of Christian ministers as leaders is to ignore 

the development of a significant part of their work and of the skills they need to 

acquire.’21  However, he goes on to say that ‘the leadership paradigm should [not] 

dominate our description of ministry,’ although those skills should be ‘valued and 

prized.’22  Instead, for Wright, ministers are primarily ‘listeners to and bearers of the 

Word of God; they are theologians in residence and pastors of people’ and for this 

reason he argues, ‘while acknowledging the crucial skills of leadership the language 

of “ministry” remains more appropriate as the dominant paradigm for the task.’23  

Wright’s concern is not leadership language, but the exclusive use of leadership 

language to the exclusion of the other tasks of ministry.            

 

Wright along with two other Baptist theologians – Paul Fiddes and John Colwell – 

have all recently noted, albeit in passing, that the influence of the charismatic and 

Restoration movement has resulted in a more authoritarian practice of church 

leadership.  Paul Fiddes writes that ‘on the British scene there has been a powerful 

influence from what is called “Restorationism” or the “Community Church” 

movement, and here the leadership in the church is conceived in terms of elders.’24  

He goes on to say that ‘very few Baptist churches in Britain have adopted the pyramid 

of powerful shepherds in its totality, but the influence is there in a weakened form; 

there is a general mood of submitting to the spiritual insight of elders, and this can – 

and does – undermine the place of the church meeting.’25  John Colwell writes that ‘in 

most Baptist churches today, or at least in those positively influenced by the 
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charismatic and restorationist movements, ordained ministry, if it is acknowledged at 

all, is identified with respect to the leadership of the congregation.’26  In opposition to 

this view Colwell argues that the ‘ministry of word and sacrament … in line with the 

overwhelming tradition of the Church catholic – to be the nature of Christian 

ministry.’27  Nigel Wright writes that ‘it is out of more charismatically orientated 

churches (I am not necessarily thinking of Baptist churches here but they have not 

been immune) that patterns of authoritarian leadership have emerged.’28  As 

indicated above, the issue for Wright is not leadership per se, but an authoritarian 

leadership that threatens to exclude the Church Meeting.   

 

At the centre of the Restoration movement is the restoration of the ecclesiology of the 

New Testament church: ‘the church should be run by divinely-appointed apostles, 

prophets, and elders.’29  The key Restorationist leader, Arthur Wallis argued that 

 

‘There are, in the local church, chosen and fitted leaders, by which the 
heavenly head exercises his control over the local body. Rule in the church 
is not to be a dictatorship – a one man rule, nor a democracy – any man rule; 
it is to be an oligarchy – the rule of the few. New Testament churches were 
governed by a team, a select body of men called elders … Notice these 
elders were not appointed by a vote of the church, or by any other human 
method, they were appointed by the Holy Spirit – “The Holy Spirit hath 
made you overseers.”’30 

 
The claim that leaders are ‘divinely-appointed’ is simply ludicrous and a form of self-

deception.  It is to suggest that there is an unmediated immediacy.31  Martyn Percy 

argues that this ‘represents a kind of “creationism” at work in ecclesiology, in which 

the ordering and functioning of the church is held to be above ordinary critical 

scrutiny.’32  All human projects and institutions are culturally situated and all 

churches, movements and denominations are both shaped and not shaped by culture.   

 

A clear indication of the shift can finally been seen in liturgies of ordination for 

Baptist ministry.  In Orders and Prayers for Church Worship ordained ministry is 

understood as follows: 

 
He is being ordained to preach and teach the word of God from the Holy 
Scriptures, to lead the worship of the church and administer the sacraments 
of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, to be a faithful shepherd of the flock of 
Christ and to do the work of an evangelist.33  
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In Patterns and Prayers for Christian Worship the language used is generally similar: 
 

‘He/she is being ordained to preach and teach the Word of God, to lead the 
church in worship and mission, to administer the Sacraments of Baptism 
and the Lord’s Supper, and to be a faithful pastor of the people of God.’34  

 
In Pattern and Prayers there are two patterns of ordination.  The quotation above is 

from the second pattern.  The introduction to the first pattern says ‘… to set ––– apart 

for the pastoral ministry of Word and Sacrament …’ (p.176).  However, the 

explanation that precedes the liturgy states that ‘in ordination a person’s call from 

God to the pastoral ministry of Word and Sacrament is given public recognition as he 

or she is set apart to serve and to lead.’35 

  

The most recent ordination text can be found in Gathering for Worship.  The 

introduction to the service says: 

  
All are called to be disciples. 
All are called to be servants of God in Christ Jesus 
through the power of the Holy Spirit. 
Yet God calls some to servant leadership in the Church 
And these are to be honoured among us.36 

 
The ordinand is later asked the following questions:  
 

‘Will you serve and pastor the people of God  
with gentle nurture and faithful teaching?  
Will you set before them the whole counsel of God  
as you proclaim Christ, the living Word?  
Will you be faithful in worship and prayer,  
and, through Word and Sacrament,  
will you celebrate the grace of God,  
seeking to pattern yourself and those who serve  
after the likeness of Jesus Christ?’37   

 
These questions echo the language of the earlier introductions found in Orders and 

Prayers and Pattern and Prayers.  The explanation that precedes the liturgy says ‘the 

Church has always recognized that some are called to forms of leadership and service 

within the Church of Jesus Christ as ministers of word and sacrament, pastors of the 

flock and proclaimers of the good news, the gospel.’38  There is an evident move from 

‘faithful shepherd’ in (Order and Prayers, 1960), to ‘faithful pastor’ (in Patterns and 

Prayers, 1991) to ‘servant leadership’ (in Gathering for Worship, 2005).  The 

question this raises is, are these terms equivalents, or has the understanding of 
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ministry shifted to a position like that of Paul Beasley-Murray.  One answer to this is 

that Patterns and Prayers and to a greater extent, Gathering for Worship, reflect an 

attempt to hold together the diverging views of ministry that is a feature within the 

churches of the Baptist Union.  Another reason for moving away from the language 

‘shepherd,’ despite its classical roots in tradition,39 is the critique that has been 

brought to bear on what some have called ‘heavy shepherding’ within the house-

church movement.40  The concept of ‘shepherd’ and ‘shepherding’ has been 

unhelpfully tainted.  However, it is surely also the case that this reflects an emphasis 

on ministry as leadership that was not there previously, or at least, not articulated in 

the same way.  The use of ‘servant’ shapes how that leadership should be understood, 

but I would contend, that whatever word is used – servant, spiritual or pastoral – it is 

the word ‘leader’ (or ‘leadership’) that stands out and is heard.   

 

Within this discussion of ministry and leadership, Paul Fiddes has argued for ‘a 

dynamic view of authority in the community, in which oversight flows to and fro 

between the personal and the communal.’41  Leadership is accepted as necessary but is 

something shared between minister and Church Meeting, both are empowered and 

enabled to bring oversight and direction to one another.  This emerges out of a 

growing ‘trust’ and willingness to ‘serve,’ that characterizes both minister and 

members.        

 

Behind this article lays a concern that we adopt the language of leaders and leadership 

uncritically and that we don’t pay attention to how leadership functions within our 

particularly Baptist understanding of church, which I would suggest following Fiddes, 

does not see leadership existing solely in one person or a team, but as something 

dynamic and shared within the Church.  Leadership may come from the minister or 

deacons, but equally it may come from the Church Meeting as it deliberates and 

explores its life and mission. If as Baptists we are committed to congregational 

government, making decisions will sometimes take time and not be something 

presented in order to be merely ratified.  We need to continue to explore and reflect 

on how we can create good processes that allows leadership, but that does not confine 

it to one or two. 
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