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Leading vs. Managing

What would you do with the money you’d save on fuel expenses if you switched to a more efficient vehicle?  If you were able to shave $800 off your fuel costs in a year – perhaps you would not even notice.  The savings wouldn’t come in one lump sum and therefore, it would simply be absorbed in weekly expenditures or to pay another bill.  In the same manner, we tend to manage the extra cost of fuel on our plastic cards – they just stretch a little more!

With the increasing cost of energy I find that switching to more efficient vehicles, appliances and light bulbs, helps me to manage and keep my costs at previous levels when the cost of energy was less.  In the overall picture I don’t see reductions in dollars spent, but when I look at cubic meters of natural gas or liters of diesel or gasoline consumed, then I do see real progress.  When I make the effort to cost out previous consumption levels at today’s prices, then I do see progress and I am grateful.  That’s when I notice.

For the most part, I tend to manage within the limitations of the resources I have to work with.  I tend to be a manager.  However, to move beyond that I need to be a leader.  The primary focus of a manager is to do things right with the resources available, whereas a leader asks the question: “Am I doing the right things?”  Leaders think beyond their present circumstances and focus on new directions – to change.  

In congregations, leaders, if they’re doing their job, will challenge those who take a more managerial approach.  Managers are quick to say “it can’t be done” because the resources are not there … at least not yet.  That tension, I believe, will always there if leaders are doing their job.  The work of the Kingdom is not just to be managed (we made the budget) but rather it needs to be led so that everyone is stretched to be more dependent on God’s opening of the floodgates (Malachi 3:10).  There is always room for more work in God’s Kingdom and it’s not done until God is ready to take us to our eternal home!

To be a leader means having a ‘heads up view’, a view to a more distant horizon.  

So what does it mean for us in the stewardship of our lives?

It means we can be optimistic in the face of a lot of negativism:  global warming, depleting oil supplies, higher living costs, terrorism, rising pluralism, increasing discrimination against Christianity, decline in membership, etc. etc. can get us down.  However, as Christian leaders we tackle the challenges of the day with a winning posture that keeps our eyes looking upward even in the face of opposition and setback.  When we don’t lead, we are just managing – trying to keep the church doors open and the bills paid.  When we don’t lead, it’s like conducting the orchestra on the Titanic as the ship continues to sink!

Those of us, who are empty nesters, have the house paid off and are still making a good wage can manage the increase in energy costs.  A trip to the gas pump has doubled in the last few years – yet we manage it (maybe not without complaint), but for the most part it’s not enough to motivate us to make changes or to provide leadership to make changes.  

Those of us on a limited income may feel constrained and are less apt to lead because we are so focused on managing.  We may have the desire to practice better leadership in the stewardship of resources but lack the money needed to upgrade to that energy efficient heating system or hybrid car.  Yet, many smaller steps can be taken with minimal resources – if we would take the effort to lead.

It may be that in your situation as a young family with high Christian education costs and the struggle to meet the bills, you may feel very limited and you’re stressed and you wonder how you’re going to manage it.  At your present stage, managing to meet the ongoing needs of your family might be the only thing on your radar screen.  Yet, be encouraged to also lead.  Consider your important parental role in raising children in the ‘fear of the Lord’.  You manage to provide a home – a safe nurturing environment  - but also lead your family to be better stewards.  Challenge your children to work with you to lighten your family’s footprint on this world.  It helps them move them beyond the selfish, “getting-what-I-want” attitude prevalent today.  Taking some time out to reflect on these things with your children moves you beyond managing into leadership territory.  Leading will challenge you to set different priorities.  Managing keeps you in the present.  Leading will challenge your resources.  It’s a challenge, however, that I believe God is willing to bless by opening some ‘floodgates’ for you.

Let us be encouraged to be faithful managers (stewards) and leaders who look up.  Let the words of Hebrews 12: 1b, 2a inspire us:

“…let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.  Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith…”

Stewardly Tip: Healthy Recreation.  Power boats vs. canoes; snowmobiling vs. cross country skiing; quads vs. horseback riding, cross country biking or hiking; theme parks or nature parks – these are some of the contrasting choices in recreation.  Avoid the more mechanized choices and replace them with more physically interactive ones that have a positive impact on your health and minimal impact on the environment!

Readers:  Share your ‘Stewardly Tips’ so that we all can make better use of the resources God has entrusted to us.  Submit your suggestions (by mail to Christian Courier or by email to my address below) and provide your contact information so that we can acknowledge your contribution or ask you for more details. 
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