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Overcoming the Cult of Leadership 

 Our culture is intoxicated with leadership.  Books on leadership line the shelves of 

bookstores as well as the shelves of personal libraries.  (I have my share of them.)  For some 

reason it seems that everyone is striving to become a leader, or at least a better leader.  The 

materials and lectures are typically self-help oriented and strive to give people the impetus to 

become better, more equipped, and qualified to lead people. 

 Consequently, we are in the middle of a huge leadership wave.  Everyone is trying to be 

a leader.  The dilemma is obvious: if everyone is a leader, whom are they leading?  The 

leadership craze also makes for a competitive environment, for if the ultimate destination is to be 

the leader, and if  everyone cannot fill the post at the same time, push very well may come to 

shove for the spot at the top. 

 The quest to become a leader is certainly not a new phenomenon.  Esau and Jacob had a 

tussle over who was going to be the leader.  The apostles were on the journey as well.  “And 

there was also a strife among them, which of them should be accounted the greatest”  (Luke 

22:24; cf. Matthew 18:1; Mark 9:34; Luke 9:46; 22:24).  In today’s lingo, the question would be 

phrased like this: “Who is going to be the leader?” 

 I call this preoccupation with leadership the “cult of leadership.”  The cult of leadership 

is the mentality that to be of significance and to make meaningful contributions in an 



organization one must aspire to leadership.  Leadership is the upper echelon where the gifted, 

progressive people wind up.  Further, leaders are the truly important people, and they are 

responsible for most of the good things that happen in an organization.  Leaders have value 

placed on their work.  Leaders are rewarded with full-time positions.  Leaders are applauded 

for being leaders.  Everyone else in an organization exists for the pleasure of the leader, and if 

they want to be involved, they are invited to “participate” in the leader’s vision. 

 

The Gurus Might Be Wrong 

 John Maxwell is fond of saying:  “Everything rises and falls on leadership.”  Maybe.  

Maybe not.  It is certainly true that leadership creates a positive, challenging environment where 

personal and corporate growth and production are possible.  Without leadership, this 

environment may never be realized, and therefore the vision of an organization as well as 

individual growth within the organization may not come to fruition.  I strongly believe that God 

gives guidance and direction through anointed leaders. 

 However, if one takes the statement in the most literal sense, “Everything rises and falls 

on leadership,” then the statement is a gross miscalculation.  If everything truly rises or falls on 

leadership, then let everyone but the primary leader walk off the job and see what happens.  A 

church of 500 typically has a fairly good leader at the helm, but if the janitor, Sunday school 

teachers, lawn maintenance crew, ushers, greeters, altar workers, singers, musicians, sound 

technicians, visitation volunteers, secretaries, youth workers, and financial contributors refuse to 

participate, the senior pastor would surely be unable to carry on the work of the church.  Does 

everything rest on leadership? 

 It was poor followership—not poor leadership—that caused Israel to wander in the 



wilderness for forty years.  They decided not to follow Moses, and even went so far as to 

suggest stoning Moses and Aaron and appointing another leader to take them back to Egypt.  

(See Numbers 14 and Hebrews 3:8ff.)  Did everything rise and fall on leadership?  Hardly. 

 

The Power of Followership 

 From a purely logistical perspective, it is obvious that for any endeavor there will be 

more followers than leaders.  Accordingly, the majority of us (including leaders) will spend a 

significant amount of our time following.  Even so, followership doesn’t have a very good curb 

appeal.  Who wants to be a follower?  I have the leading two word processors on my computer, 

and neither of them recognize the word followership. 

 So long as we are mesmerized by leadership alone, the body of Christ cannot function as 

it should.  This includes leadership at every level.  If a senior pastor, department head, 

committee chairperson, or ministry coordinator is consumed with leadership alone, he will 

overlook the vast opportunities for followership and teamwork, and the body will suffer as a 

result. 

 Before we are anything else, we are followers of Christ.  Followership, therefore, is the 

primary calling in our lives.  Even for those who have been anointed and chosen for leadership, 

their roles as leaders is secondary to their roles as followers of Christ.  It is my conviction that 

no one functions exclusively as leader all the time.  Even leaders are at times followers and team 

players with their peers. 

 Followership is a powerful thing.  Poor followership can cripple an organization, like it 

did Israel; but good followership can propel an organization to astonishing heights.  When 

followers engaged the vision that an anointed leader projects, nothing is impossible. 



 The body of Christ is comprised of numerous organs, each one doing his or her part for 

the sake of the kingdom.  Followers are not mere scaffolding; followers are the infrastructure.  

It could be argued that leaders depend on followers equally as much, if not more, than followers 

depend on leaders.  Followers are not merely appendages of a gifted leader.  Followers are, 

themselves, gifted, called, and anointed by God.  Together, followers and leaders alike make up 

the multi-faceted, diverse body of Christ,  “For as the body is one, and hath many members, and 

all the members of that one body, being many, are one body: so also is Christ” (I Corinthians 

12:12).  Furthermore, the role of ministerial offices exists in order to equip the body (mostly 

followers) so they can do the work of ministry: “It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to 

be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God's people 

for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up” (Ephesians 4:11_12, NIV). 

 If you are a leader, take time to appreciate and enhance those who follow you.  

Furthermore, look for an opportunity to serve as a follower.  If you are a follower, celebrate 

your calling and exercise your gifts with thankfulness and excellence. 
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