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Leadership is an activity. Five years ago, several of us from the 
congregation attended a training in Wichita put on by the Kansas 
Leadership Center or KLC.  And that idea that “leadership is an 
activity” was a theme that we kept coming back to again and again 
over the several days we were there. The presenters repeatedly made
the distinction between the activity of leading and simply holding a 
position of authority. 

That concept of leading as an activity rather than a position 
stands in contrast to the way that we often think about leadership. We
tend to think of leaders as people who are in certain roles with certain
titles. People are recognized as leaders because they have the right 
experience or education, or because they've been hired or elected to 
serve in specific positions. Leaders are the people that we expect to 
do the work—to provide answers to the problems we face. But 
according to the KLC, leadership isn't about giving answers. 
Leadership is really about mobilizing people to do difficult work. 

In one of the introductory articles that we read for the training, a
faculty member from the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard 
outlines a typical scenario of what can happen when people confuse 
the activity of leadership with filling a position of authority. He writes, 
“They wait for the person in authority to know what to do. He or she 
then makes a best guess, probably just a guess, while the many sit 
back and wait to see whether the guess pans out. And frequently 
enough, when it does not, people get rid of that executive and go find
another one, all the while operating under the illusion that 'if only we 
had the right 'leader,' our problems would be solved.'” (Ron A Heifetz, 
Adaptive Work, The Journal, Spring 2010)

That's probably a pattern most of us are familiar with. We've 
seen it in government. We've seen it at work or in school. We've 
probably even seen it in the church. For this matter of confusing 
“leadership” with “authority” is one that humans have struggled with 
for a very long time. In fact, we see a prime example of it in our New 
Testament text for this morning.

In this passage, Jesus enters the temple, the main religious 
institution of his day, and is confronted by the “chief priests and 
elders of the people.” These are members of the Sanhedrin who 
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oversee the workings of the temple. They are the people in authority 
who then question Jesus about his authority: “By what authority are 
you doing these things, and who gave you this authority?” The 
“things” to which they are referring are most likely a reference to 
what happened the last time Jesus visited this same temple.  

You see, it has been less than 24 hours since Jesus entered 
Jerusalem in a very unusual procession. As he rode on a borrowed 
donkey, people lined the way, laying down their coats and palm 
branches on the path in front of him. And they shouted words of 
praise and honor to this carpenter-rabbi from the backwater region of 
Galilee.(Matthew 21:1-9) Following his triumphal entry, Jesus 
proceeds to the temple itself where he causes more of a stir by 
overturning the tables of the money changers and driving out the 
merchants doing business there, proclaiming, “It is written, 'My house
shall be called a house of prayer'; but you are making it a den of 
robbers.”(Matthew 21:12-13) Then he welcomes the blind and the 
lame, healing them of their infirmities right there in the temple 
courtyard as children continued to cry out, “Hosanna to the Son of 
David’‛–much to the dismay of those in authority.(Matthew 21:14-16)

In doing all these “things,” Jesus clearly catches the religious 
elite off guard. He had entered their territory, the seat of their power 
and launched a direct challenge to their authority. They were 
determined that such a demonstration would not happen again. So 
when Jesus returns to the scene of his previous day’s undertaking, 
the chief priests and elders are prepared for him. A delegation from 
the Sanhedrin meets him as soon as he arrives and demands to know 
what his credentials are. Jesus did not come from the tribe of Levi, 
therefore he could not possibly have been a priest. He was not born 
into one of the leading Jewish families, therefore could not claim to be
among the “elders of the people.” He had not studied under any of the
great rabbis of his day, therefore he was not recognized as a “teacher 
of the law.” In short, he had no real standing in the religious 
establishment. And those in charge sought to challenge his teaching 
and actions on that basis by asking him to prove his authority.

Jesus, however, refuses to play their game. Instead of giving a 
direct reply, he responds with a question of his own: “Did the baptism
of John come from heaven, or was it of human origin?” Now, in posing
this question, Jesus is following generally accepted guidelines for 
rabbinical debate. What he does is direct the attention of these 
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religious leaders to the real heart of the matter. For the real issue is 
not whether Jesus measures up to their standards. The real issue is 
the standards established by God and who it is that measures up to 
them. Or to put it another way. The real issue is not about authority. 
It's really about leadership.

The Sanhedrin delegates seem caught off guard by Jesus’ 
response and confer briefly among themselves. They acknowledge 
first of all that they can’t possibly declare that John’s authority was 
divinely given for they clearly have not followed him. On the other 
hand, it would not be prudent to publicly say that John’s authority was
merely human. For many of those in the crowd that had come to 
Jerusalem to celebrate Passover had clearly recognized John's 
leadership. For the authorities to denounce John could lead to even 
more unrest than Jesus had incited the day before by dumping over a 
few tables and yelling at a bunch of dove salesman. So the priests 
and elders judiciously declare that they are uncertain as to the source
of John’s authority. To this, of course, Jesus declares that he, too, 
cannot tell them by what authority he is acting.

The meaning of Jesus’ statement is clear. Those in authority had 
not accepted John’s leadership, although they were not ready to 
publicly denounce him. And if they had not accepted the leadership of 
John, then there was no possible way that they could accept the 
ministry of the one to whom John had pointed. Jesus and John claim 
their authority from the same source. And in order to recognize one of
them, then one has to recognize the other one as well.

Jesus once again emerges victorious from his battle with the 
religious elites. But he is not merely content to win the debate. He 
wants to make sure that the authorities and the rest of those listening
in understand the point he's making. So he tells a story, the Parable 
of the Two Sons–a parable which Matthew alone records for us.

In this story, we have a tale about two sons who each 
demonstrate a different response to doing what they are expected to 
do. The first son in the parable tells his father that he's not going to 
go work in the vineyard, but then changes his mind and goes. The 
second one agrees to go work, but then fails to follow through on his 
promise.  

The passage then closes with Jesus telling his challengers that 
even tax collectors and prostitutes are better than they are. Even 
those considered the scum of Judean society—if they repented—would



enter the kingdom of God ahead of these pious leaders. Many of these
dregs of society had indeed responded to the message of both John 
and Jesus himself, while relatively few of the upper crust of Jewish 
leaders had done so. And because of their rejection of the ministry of 
John who called for repentance, Jesus rejects their authority as well.

Through the use of this parable, Jesus establishes the real 
criteria by which his authority—and, by extension, the authority of all 
who claim to represent God—must be judged. The determining factor 
is not what family one comes from. It is not ones title or position or 
how much power one has to influence people. It is not the degrees 
which one earns or the amount of information one is able to recall. 
The determining factor used in judging the authority of someone to 
carry out the work of God is, simply, obedience. Jesus' leadership is 
based on the activity that he does in obedience to God's call. 

At an earlier point in his ministry, Jesus receives some of John's 
disciples while the Baptist is in prison. They come with a question of 
clarification, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for 
another?”(Matthew 11:3) Jesus' response is to tell them to look at his 
activity: “The blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are 
cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good 
news brought to them.”(Matthew 11:5) Jesus has authority because 
he engages in these activities of Kingdom leadership.

In fact, there are numerous people throughout the Bible who 
engage in the activity of leadership in spite of what many might 
regard as a lack of authority. Moses is a prime example of this. Raised
as a Hebrew in the house of the Egyptian Pharaoh, there are reasons 
for both peoples to distrust him. He flees his homeland as a murderer 
and ends up herding sheep in the desert for forty years. But when 
God calls, he returns to Egypt to take on Pharaoh and lead God's 
people out of slavery. Even then, there are plenty who questioned his 
authority, as we can see in our Old Testament reading for today. 

While the people are in the wilderness, they fall into the classic 
situation described by the writer I quoted at the beginning of my 
message. They have a serious problem. They have no water. But 
rather than taking any action themselves, they expect Moses—the one
in authority—to fix everything for them. To his credit, Moses acts in 
accordance with God's direction to bring relief to the people. Though 
no one else seems willing to take any responsibility—to act as a leader
—Moses continues to take the actions that define his work as a 
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follower of God—actions that bring relief to the suffering and comfort 
to the oppressed.

It is a refrain that we find throughout scripture. Rahab is a 
foreign prostitute. But her willingness to help the Hebrew people 
allows them to enter the land of promise.(Joshua 2) David is a young 
shepherd boy. His father, Jesse, doesn't even bother to call him when 
Samuel shows up announcing that one of his sons will be the next 
King of Israel. But he becomes the greatest ruler in Jewish history.(1 
Samuel 16:1-13) Mary is just a young girl in a tiny village on the 
fringe of Jewish culture who finds herself pregnant before marriage. 
But she becomes the mother of the Messiah.(Luke 1:26-38) 

Time and again, we find biblical characters who have no 
authority based on their family background or social status, but who 
become leaders because they engage in the activity to which God has 
called them. For leadership in the Kingdom of God is based not on 
who you are or what title you have. Leadership in God's Kingdom is 
based on the activities you are willing to engage in: doing justice, 
comforting the sorrowful, providing relief to the oppressed and 
bringing hope to those in need. That's why Jesus tells the authorities 
of his day, “The tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into the 
kingdom of God ahead of you.”(v. 31)

Too often in the church, we look to those serving in specific roles
to tell us what to do, or to simply do the work on our behalf. But if 
Jesus is willing to entrust his kingdom to tax collectors and 
prostitutes, then who are we to think that we don't have a role to 
play? It doesn't matter what your last name is. It doesn't matter if 
you didn't grow up in a Mennonite church—or in any church at all. It 
doesn't matter if you've never taken seminary classes or studied at a 
church school. What matters is whether or not you are willing to carry
on whatever activity God is calling you to do. We all have different 
gifts, different abilities, different interests. That's great, because it 
means that we all have different areas where we can each provide 
leadership. After all, there's plenty of Kingdom work to go around. 

One of the basic principles of the Kansas Leadership Center is 
that anyone can lead, any time, anywhere. And one of the key 
strategies employed by such leaders is what the KLC calls “Giving the 
Work Back.” Remember, the leader's job is not to do all the work or 
provide all the answers themselves. The leader's job is to mobilize the
people in the group to do the work together. And if that's true in 
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government or in business, it is even more true in the church where 
leadership is based on obedience to God. The work of the Kingdom is 
not just carried out by priests and pastors and prophets. The work of 
the Kingdom—the work of Christ himself—is carried out by tax 
collectors and prostitutes and shepherds and fishermen and whoever 
else is willing to do the work to which they are being called.

As you should be aware by now, tomorrow marks the beginning 
of a three-month sabbatical for Barb and me. We won't be seeing 
most of you again until next year. But the congregation will not be 
without leadership. Yes, there are the elders and the moderator and a
host of other people serving in various roles. And they're all very 
important in continuing the ministry of Manhattan Mennonite Church 
while we're gone. But at least as important as the people with the 
titles and positions are the rest of you. The one who makes sure that 
the visitor is greeted and made to feel welcome. The one who checks 
in on a fellow member because you know they're going through a 
rough time. The one who volunteers at Second Helping or provides a 
supper for the students or participates in the Veterans Day witness. 
However you answer the call to carry out the work of the Kingdom, 
you are providing valuable and necessary leadership. You don't need 
to wait for someone in authority to tell you what to do or to give you 
permission to do it.

As I was collecting material to take along on our sabbatical, I 
reviewed the congregational evaluation that was done last year. And 
there was a comment that stood out for me in the final report from 
our consultant, Chuck Neufeld. In response to the question, “In what 
aspects, if any, would you like to see the pastors grow in ministry?” 
someone—or possibly several of you—replied, “Continue to take 
sabbaticals. Not only does this benefit Barbara and Richard, but it 
benefits the congregation; both in refreshing the pastors’ spirits, but 
also in allowing/requiring lay leadership to step up.”

I am so grateful to be part of a congregation that recognizes that
the work of the Kingdom belongs to each one of us. We all have a 
part to play in carrying on God's work of mercy. We all participate in 
continuing Jesus' work for justice. We all provide leadership in 
fulfilling the Spirit's work of compassion. 

So we, your pastors, go forth, confident in the leadership you will
all maintain in our absence. And we look forward to returning in 
January to  this vital community committed to Jesus Christ in faith 



and life; to each other in worship, nurture and prayer; and to others 
in witness, peacemaking and service.


