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Introduction: 
 
Thank you.  I’m very grateful to Cardinal DiNardo for being invited to 
speak to you today.  I also thank Archbishop Fiorenza and Bishop 
Sheltz for their good example of generous and faithful service. 
 
These archdiocesan prayer breakfasts are an excellent tradition.  The 
talks that you hear are only part of the value in coming.  I would say 
that just as important as the talk is the networking that you do through 
this event. 
 
Thanks to the committee that puts these together.  This is a great 
example of what Pope Francis encourages in a spirituality of 
encounter and communion. 
 
This is the Archdiocesan Church in action.  You’re strengthening your 
Catholic identity.  You’re seeking to apply your faith to your life, and 
you’re supporting your fellow Catholics in doing so. 
 
And today, for some strange reason, I’m your speaker.  Just think – 
you paid good money, you got up early, and you came all the way 
downtown, to listen to a guy from San Angelo, Texas.  Some might 
wonder, “Can anything good come out of San Angelo?” 
 
I think the answer is “yes.”  In fact, many good things come from 
small towns.  One of them, in fact, is Jesus. 
 
But, just to be sure, let me say a little prayer right now:  “Lord, open 
my lips, and open their hearts, so that through the action of your Holy 
Spirit, the long-term impact of this event today may go far beyond my 
input. Amen.” 
 
The topic of this presentation is leadership.  Now, I do not claim to be 
an exceptional leader, but I am trying to become a better one. 
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What is leadership?  Leadership is making a difference, getting things 
done, and influencing the direction of a situation.  Leadership 
happens at many levels.  It could be international, national, or 
corporate.  It could mean guiding your own family, or teaching 
another individual.  Leadership can also include managing your own 
personal life. 
 
Many of you exercise leadership every day.  We don’t have to have a 
particular position or a special title in order to exercise leadership. 
 
For example: 

 When somebody dies and everyone’s a little confused, and you 
step forward and help the others start to pick up the pieces.  
That’s leadership. 

 Or there’s a problem in your neighborhood, and you decide to 
call your neighbors together to take action and deal with it.  
That’s leadership. 

 Or on the job, there’s some project that’s been stagnating, and 
you take the initiative to offer to work on it.  That’s leadership, 
too. 

 
Leadership is sometimes done well, and sometimes done poorly. 
Just because someone leads, that doesn’t necessarily mean they 
lead well.  They might, in fact, mislead.  Or they might lead people in 
the right direction, but use means that are harmful or abusive.  The 
end doesn’t justify the means. 
 
Much has been written about leadership through the centuries from a 
variety of different world views, from Sun Tzu in ancient China, to 
Marcus Aurelius in the Roman Empire, to Niccolò Macchiavelli in the 
Republic of Florence, to Dale Carnegie in our country. 
 
But the center of our lives is Our Lord Jesus Christ.  And if we 
Catholic Christians are going to exercise leadership, then we should 
lead in a Christian way. 
 
We understand that Jesus Christ is God, and of course we are not 
gods; but even so, he wants us to imitate him. 
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At the Last Supper, Jesus told his disciples, “You call me teacher and 
Lord, and you are right, for so I am… I have given you an example, 
that you also should do as I have done to you.” (John 13:13-15) 
 
The First Letter of John, chapter 2, (5-6), says:  “The way we can be 
sure we are in union with him is for the one who claims to abide in 
him to conduct himself just as he did.” 
 
Since our situations sometimes call on us to lead, the goal of this 
presentation is to reflect on the way Jesus Christ exercised 
leadership, in order to model our own exercise of leadership more 
closely after his. 
 
I will briefly reflect on twelve characteristics of his leadership style. 
 

1. Jesus was a servant leader. 
 
He said in Mark 10:42-45, “You know that those who are 
supposed to rule over the Gentiles lord it over them, and their 
great men exercise authority over them.  But it shall not be so 
among you; but whoever would be great among you must be 
your servant, and whoever would be first among you must be 
slave of all.  For the Son of Man came not to be served but to 
serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” 

 
So, at its core, Christian leadership should be “servant 
leadership,” not for the sake of our own glory or selfish 
ambition, but in service that is willing to accept self-sacrifice for 
the good of others. 

 
Jesus doesn’t lead just for the sake of getting his own way.  He 
leads out of agape love.  And so, it is agape love which should 
be at the center of our servant leadership. 
 
In this kind of leadership, we lead with a commitment to the 
best interest of the other, without expecting reward, or 
recognition, or emotional gratification in return. 

 
2. Jesus was aware of his own gifts. 
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There’s a certain vice called pusillanimity.  This is a “smallness 
of soul” or gutlessness; it’s a “faintheartedness” that shrinks 
back in the face of difficulty.  And the main effect of this vice of 
pusillanimity is inaction; we neglect to do what needs to be 
done. 
 
Pusillanimity is the attitude that says, “Oh, I have nothing to 
give.  I have nothing to offer this situation.”  I think it’s really a 
way of avoiding making a mistake or being rejected. 
 
Jesus was not pusillanimous.  He knew he had something to 
give, and he was not afraid to acknowledge it and put it into 
action. 
 
For example, in John 9:5, he says, “As long as I am in the 
world, I am the light of the world.”  In John 16:15, he says, “All 
that the Father has is mine.” 
 
As a good leader, acknowledge your gifts, develop them, and 
put them to good use.  Remember I Peter 4:10, “As each has 
received a gift, employ it for one another, as good stewards of 
God’s varied grace.” 

 
3. Jesus used power responsibly. 

 
A lot of times, people use the word “power” with a negative 
connotation, as if somehow power were bad.  I have often 
heard this in the preaching in our churches. 
 
But power is not something evil in itself.  Power is actually a 
quality of God.  The original source of power is God. Jesus 
possesses the fullness of all power.  Why? Becuase he is God. 
 
God gives us human beings some limited amount of power, and 
in the end he will hold us accountable for what we do with it.  If 
we use our power wrongly, that can be sinful.  And if we fail to 
use the power that God has given us, when its use is called for, 
that’s irresponsible, and it can be a sin of omission. 
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Jesus was not powerless, and neither are you.  The moral 
question is how you choose to use your power. 

 
Jesus uses power appropriately.  He does not exercise his 
power in a way that is selfish, exploitative, domineering, or 
violent.  Instead, he uses his power to heal, to teach, to save, 
and to build people up in self-sacrificing love. 

  
And so, as a good leader, you recognize your own power, and 
you use that power in a responsible and ethical way, to bring 
about good. 

 
4. Jesus stayed focused on his mission and his goals. 

 
So many of us get sidetracked by daily distractions that prevent 
us from keeping the main thing the main thing. 
 
No one who has ever lived has impacted the human race as 
much as Jesus Christ.  And he ministered publicly for only three 
years.  How did he accomplish so much in such a short time? 
Part of the reason was his focus. 
 
And you see a good example of that in his dialogue with the 
Canaanite woman in Matthew 15.  He made it clear that his 
mission was to the lost sheep of the house of Israel, to call 
Jews back to God. 
 
Later, he would send out disciples in his name to other cultures 
and nations, and eventually to all the ends of the earth.  He had 
his mission, and he gives us our mission. 
 
A good leader knows his mission and goals, and stays focused 
on them.  He or she helps the group to stay focused on the 
mission and to avoid what’s called “mission creep.” 

 
5. Jesus knew the members of his team. 

 
He said in John 10:14, “I know my own, and mine know me.” 
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On many occasions in the Gospels, it says that Jesus knew what 
was in people’s hearts. 
 
And he took the effort to stay in touch with those he led.  For 
example, in Mark 9, he and his disciples came to Capernaum, 
and he asked them, “What were you discussing on the way?”  
“But they were silent, for on the way they had discussed with one 
another who was the greatest.” (Mark 9:34) 
 
As good leaders, we try to know the members of our team, and 
we stay in touch with them.  The better we know our team 
members, the more effectively we can lead them. 
 
We adjust our leadership practices according to the particular 
gifts and personalities and circumstances of our individual team 
members. 

 
6. Jesus delegated tasks. 

 
He didn’t do it all by himself.  He asked his Apostles and other 
disciples to carry out certain duties.  For example, he sent them 
out to teach and heal.  He asked them to prepare the upper 
room for the Passover supper on Holy Thursday. 
 
When he multiplied the loaves and the fishes in the feeding of 
the five thousand, he told his disciples, “You give them 
something to eat…How many loaves do you have?” (Matthew 
8:5) By his divine power, he worked a miracle, but he also got 
others to pitch in and help in the project. 
 
A good leader doesn’t try to do it all.  He or she delegates tasks 
and communicates expectations in a clear way. 

 
7. Jesus personally invited individuals to share in his mission. 

 
He handpicked his Apostles, saying, “Come, follow me.” 
He said to Simon, “You are Peter, and on this rock I will build 
my church.” (Matthew 16:18) 
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We can learn from this.  People will more likely participate 
actively in things if you personally invite them.  For example, 
which of these two strategies will more likely get results? 

a. “We need volunteers for our Board of Directors.” 
b. “Greg, your strategic planning skills would be very 

helpful at this time.  Would you consider being a 
member of our Board of Directors for three years?” 

It’s obvious.  A good leader personally invites help, rather than 
always issuing a blanket anonymous, generic invitation. 
 
Another characteristic of the way Jesus invited people is that he 
respected their free will.  For example, in John 6, after Jesus 
taught about eating the flesh of the Son of Man and drinking his 
blood, many of his disciples drew back and no longer followed 
him.  He didn’t beg or cajole or force them to stay. 
 
Also, when Judas committed his act of betrayal after the Last 
Supper, Jesus didn’t prevent Judas from choosing badly. 
 
My point here is that Jesus invited, but he didn’t take away the 
free will of those he led. 

 
8. Jesus made sure there were others to take up the lead after 

him. 
 
He personally trained and commissioned his Apostles to carry 
on the work after he ascended to the Father. 
 
At the Last Supper, he prayed, “Father, as you sent me into the 
world, so I have sent them into the world… I do not pray for 
these only, but also for those who believe in me through their 
word.” (John 17:18-20) 

 
He prepared Peter to exercise particular leadership. He told 
him, “Simon, Simon, I have prayed that your own faith may not 
fail; and once you have turned back, you must strengthen your 
brothers.” (Luke 22:32) 

 
As a good leader, you make sure there are good, well-trained 
leaders in place after you.  Empower them to take over the 
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reins when their turn comes.  When an organization falls apart 
after a leader is gone, that shows that the original leader failed 
to leave good, well-trained leaders in place. 

 
9. Jesus set high standards. 

 
In the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5-7, he set extremely 
high standards for his disciples.  Jesus did not encourage 
mediocrity or ineffectiveness.  He raised the bar of 
expectations. 
 
For example, he said, “Enter by the narrow gate... The gate is 
narrow and the way is hard that leads to life, and those who find 
it are few.” (Matthew 7:13-14) 
 
Later he said, “If you wish to be my disciple, you must deny 
yourself, take up your cross daily, and come and follow me.” 
(Luke 9:23) 
 
And so, as a Christian leader, set high standards for yourself 
and for the members of your team.  Encourage excellence, not 
mediocrity or lukewarmness. 
 
And remember, setting high standards includes communicating 
those standards clearly and modeling them in your own actions. 

 
10. Jesus confronted when necessary. 

 
One of the most common failures of leadership is when there is 
a problem, and no one does anything about it. 
 
Jesus was not afraid to speak up and confront problems. For 
example, he confronted the hypocrisy of the scribes and 
Pharisees: “Woe to you, scribes, Pharisees, hypocrites.” 
(Matthew 23:13) 
 
He kicked the moneychangers out of the Temple.  And he 
corrected his own disciples when they needed correction.  He 
said to Peter, “Get behind me, satan.”  To James and John, he 
said, “You do not know what you are asking.” 
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Good leadership holds people accountable and confronts when 
needed.  This is expressed well in Ephesians 4:15 as “speaking 
the truth in love.” 

 
11. Jesus paced himself. 
 

He took time to sleep, eat, relax, spend time with supportive 
friends, and get away for solitude. 
 
In Mark 6:31, it says, “The apostles returned to Jesus, and told 
him all that they had done and taught.  And he said to them, 
‘Come away by yourselves to a lonely place, and rest a while.’ 
For many were coming and going, and they had no leisure even 
to eat.” 
 
As a good leader, you will pace yourself, to live a more 
balanced and fully human existence, so you can keep 
producing sustained output without burnout. 
 
Don’t over-stack your plate with activities.  That leads to 
crashing and burning.  All of us need a healthy self-regulating 
principle that’s able to say sometimes, “Come away, and rest a 
while.” 

 
12. Jesus prayed before major leadership moments. 

 
Before beginning his public ministry, he spent forty days 
praying in the desert.  Before calling his Apostles, he prayed all 
night on the mountain.  Before the Crucifixion, he prayed in the 
Garden of Gethsemane. 
 
As a good Christian leader, maintain a regular practice of 
prayer, pray for those you lead, and pray specifically before 
your major decisions.  We need to give the Holy Spirit a chance 
to act on us and show us the way. 
 
There’s a beautiful prayer in the Liturgy of the Hours of the 
Church.  It goes like this: “Lord, may all that we do begin with 
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your inspiration, continue with your saving help, and through 
you reach completion.” 
 

Well, speaking of completion, that concludes my list of twelve 
characteristics of the leadership style of Jesus.  Let’s review them: 

 

 Jesus was a servant leader. 

 He was aware of his gifts. 

 He used power responsibly. 

 He stayed focused on his mission and his goals. 

 He knew the members of his team. 

 He delegated tasks. 

 He personally invited individuals to share in his mission. 

 He made sure there were others to take up the lead after 
him. 

 He set high standards. 

 He confronted when necessary. 

 He paced himself. 

 He prayed before major leadership moments. 
 
I hope you will find some of these to be helpful as you exercise your 
leadership. 
 
We have a beautiful practice in our Catholic faith called the 
examination of conscience.  When you are doing your examination of 
conscience, or a regular daily consciousness examen, perhaps you 
might include consideration of whether you have led when leadership 
was called for, and how you have carried it out. 
 
Finally, I encourage you to pray that you may be a leader after the 
example of Jesus Christ. 
 
Thank you for listening.  I’ve enjoyed being here with you.  Please 
pray for me.  God bless you all. 


