
January 22, 2017 
Following the Leader 
Proverbs 16:10-20 
Rev. Kelley L. Becker 
 
When I was about 5 years old and my brother was about 7, I wanted 
more than anything for him to include me when he played with his 
friends in the neighborhood. You see, we lived in an area with several 
boys his age and no boys or girls my age. I remember spending a lot of 
time whining about not having anyone to play with. So, needless to say, 
on the rare occasions when my brother and his friends agreed to let me 
hang out with them, I would go along with pretty much anything they 
had going. Once in a while, my mom would get tired of hearing my 
persistent whining and insist that my brother include me in whatever 
he and his friends were doing. As you can imagine, he didn’t enjoy 
having me tag along. And he did whatever he could to make the 
experience unpleasant for me so that I wouldn’t want to hang around 
long.  
 
One Saturday, mom was trying to get some projects around the house 
done, so she convinced my reluctant brother to let me play follow the 
leader with him and his friends. My brother’s friend, whose name I 
can’t remember, was the leader. There were a couple of other boys 
playing, and my brother, and I was at the end of the line, being led over 
playground equipment, under creek bridges, and pretty much all 
around our rural, small town neighborhood. I was lagging farther and 
farther behind. And we were getting farther and farther from home. I 
knew I wasn’t allowed to be that far from home and I was pretty sure 
my brother wasn’t either. At one point, the leader led us into a little 
field which could only be accessed by crawling under a barbed wire 
fence. I could see the boys ahead of me. They slipped easily under the 
fence by slithering on their bellies.  



When I got to the fence I started under and right away my hair got 
caught in one of the barbs. While trying to free my hair, I raised up on 
my knees and a barb got caught on my back. Man did that hurt! I 
looked up and my brother and his friends were nowhere. I could feel 
blood dripping down my back, my hair was still all knotted up around a 
barb, and I had no idea where I was in relation to home. I was terrified. 
And I was mad. I was mad at the boy who led us into that stupid field 
with the barbed wire fence. And I was mad at my brother for 
abandoning me. But mostly, I was mad at myself. Why had I followed 
such an awful leader?  
 
Since then, I’ve learned a lot about leadership, about the kind of leader 
I am willing to follow and the kind of leader I want to be. I’ve learned 
through my own experiences, being both a follower and a leader. I’ve 
also gained some insight by studying and watching other people…some 
great leaders, and others not so great. My guess is that many of us 
could tell stories of a boss or coach that could have benefited from a 
little leadership training. 
 
I take leadership and being a good leader pretty seriously. I’ve watched 
colleagues struggle with their calls to ministry because, as preachers 
they are amazing, but the leadership pieces of ministry are a real 
challenge for them. Because today is my first Sunday as your minister, I 
think it’s a good time to talk about what kind of leader I am. And 
certainly, the topic of leadership is relevant for this time in our nation, 
having inaugurated our 45th president on Friday. Our nation is 
divided…many are fearful of the kind of leader President Trump will be. 
Millions of people feel so strongly about this they gathered yesterday 
to protest…here and all over the world. Others are hopeful his 
leadership will be exactly what our country needs right now. Time will 
tell and, in our world today, so will the polls.  
 



I’ve heard many people, in conversation about President Trump, say 
that he is not their president. In other words, they are unwilling to 
follow that kind of a leader. The truth is, he is the president of the 
United States, so he is our president. That doesn’t mean we have to 
agree with his policies, his rhetoric, or his way of being in the world. I 
have no idea how any of you voted, but whether you voted for 
President Trump or not, it’s a good time for all of us to think about 
which qualities are important in a good leader and how our own ideas 
about leadership stack up to the description of leadership we have 
before us today from Proverbs.  
 
I kind of like the book of Proverbs. It contains short, pithy pieces of 
advice for many of life’s dilemmas and situations. There are some 
contradictions in the book which may seem a little baffling at first 
glance. However, I believe they serve as a reminder that, in life, the 
right thing to do is often situational. In other words, in one situation it 
might be prudent to do one thing while a different situation requires 
something else.  
 
*Here’s an example, in Proverbs 26:4-5 it says, “Do not answer fools 
according to their folly or you will be a fool yourself. Answer fools 
according to their folly, or they will be wise in their own eyes.” Well. 
Which is it, answer the fool or not? The truth is we all know sometimes 
it’s important to engage foolishness and other times it is better to move 
on. It depends on the circumstances. I have a friend, who is a minister, 
she often pronounces, “I don’t do foolishness.” It sounds good, but 
unfortunately, foolishness is in the eye of the beholder. We all engage 
in foolishness from time to time, and sometimes we don’t even 
recognize it as foolishness until later. I think that’s the wisdom behind 
the contradiction in these verses. 
 
Our passage from Proverbs chapter 16, though, is more than a pithy 
piece of advice. It isn’t addressing one situation or another. It is 



addressing character. And character is not situational. It is a constant. 
Good leadership requires certain character traits. This passage reminds 
us a good leader can be counted on to behave in specific ways, 
regardless of the circumstances. For me, this means that the person 
(me) who preaches on Sunday mornings, the person who interacts with 
the rest of the staff, the person who shows up to meetings in the 
evenings, the person who posts on Facebook or tweets, and the person 
who represents this church in the community are all the same person. 
You can expect that the way I interact with you will be the way I 
interact with members of the community. You can expect that if I am 
called upon to speak publicly on an issue of justice, I will always side 
with the person or people who are vulnerable and I will always choose 
compassion and justice, and seek to welcome and include. 
 
My experiences in the community, in the world, and with all of you will 
inform my sermons, because they ought to, just as your experiences 
will inform your perception of the sermons I preach. I will preach 
sermons that challenge us to think about the world, other people, 
ourselves, and God differently. We will not always agree. I hope when 
we disagree, it will cause us to learn, and listen more closely to each 
other.  
*A member of this congregation came in to say hello to me this week. 
She said her New Year’s resolution is to talk less and listen more. I 
shared with her that we would all do well to take that particular 
resolution on…it’s not too late. It’s still January! My grandfather used to 
say there is a reason we have two ears and one mouth. 
 
Let’s look at the biblical model for leadership I read earlier, and as we 
do, perhaps we can think together about leaders, past and present, 
who exhibit the characteristics and ways of being the text brings forth. 
 
Honesty is mentioned several times and in a couple of different ways. A 
good leader tells the truth, period. The truth is sometimes 



uncomfortable, even painful. Sometimes it requires real courage to 
speak the truth. But the truth is the truth whether we like it or not, so 
nothing is gained by hiding it. In addition to being able to speak the 
truth, the text tells us that good leaders must be able to hear the truth. 
A good leader ought to surround him/herself with a diverse group of 
people who are willing to speak the truth to the leader.  
 
It is the responsibility of the leader to create a climate where others 
can speak freely without fear of ridicule or negative consequences. 
Please do not ever be afraid to talk to me. If I hurt you, please tell me. If 
something I do or say causes you to feel angry, let’s talk about it. 
Talking to me is safe. I don’t hold grudges. I don’t talk to others about 
things told to me in confidence. I don’t triangulate, meaning if I need to 
talk to you about something, I will talk to you. I will not talk to others 
about you. I will encourage you to do the same. Together, I hope we 
can create a safe place for all of us to learn, serve, and grow together. 
We have to remember that how we treat each other gives clues to 
others about how we will treat them. 
 
When I think about honesty and leadership, the leader that comes to 
mind is a spiritual leader; Mother Teresa.  
*This is what she says about honesty, “Honesty and transparency make 
you vulnerable. Be honest and transparent anyway.” We saw it in Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr.’s life, in the life of Nelson Mandela, and of 
course, we read about it in Jesus’ life. Honesty is part of being a good 
leader and it sometimes requires great sacrifice. Leadership is 
sacrificial. It is service. In the context of the church, leadership is service 
to God and God’s people.  
 
When I was in seminary, I had to write a paper about my call to ministry 
and what ordination means to me. One of the things I wrote was that I 
see ordination not in terms of being set apart (which is the phrase often 
used to describe ordained ministry), but in terms of being set within. I 



don’t think I’m more special than anyone else. God called me to work 
within the faith community, to work with you, certainly not apart from 
you. 
 
In addition to honesty, Proverbs tells us that good leaders are also good 
motivators. Anyone who has ever tried to get a child to do something 
he or she does not want to do, knows a little something about 
motivating others. My experience as a parent, informs my leadership 
style in that I believe human beings are motivated by encouragement 
and love…and by hope in a future that includes opportunities to 
meaningfully contribute and a place to belong. A good leader casts a 
vision for a future based on hope and not fear and paints a picture of 
what that future might look like and, in addition, helps the people see 
their own role and place in that future story. I wonder who you think of 
when you think about leaders who motivate by casting a vision that 
compels others to be part of that vision. Are they business leaders? 
Spiritual leaders? Politicians? Teachers?  
 
As you think about these leaders, how do they fair when it comes to the 
other characteristics Proverbs lists? Are they even tempered? Do they 
value wisdom above amassing wealth? Are they humble and honest? 
With whom do they choose to spend their time? In other words, are 
they motivating their followers in ways that will make a positive 
difference in their followers’ lives and in this world?  
 
*I admire Rev. Dr. William Barber. He is a minister in the Christian 
Church (Disciples of Christ), serving Greenleaf Christian Church in 
Goldsboro North Carolina. He is the president of the North Carolina 
NAACP and the architect of the Forward Together Moral Movement 
which started in North Carolina, but is now organizing all over the 
country to rekindle a prophetic vision for justice and social change. He 
is a powerful speaker and an example to me of the important work 
ministers are called to beyond the walls of our churches. He has a way 



of casting a vision that inspires me to be courageous and reminds me of 
the deep connections between shared faith traditions, public policy, 
and the moral values of justice, fairness, and the general welfare. He’s 
the kind of person whose presence is noticed---not because he is loud 
or overbearing, but because he is passionate about justice and the ways 
of Jesus. *I recommend his latest book: Forward Together: A Moral 
Message for Our Nation. Barber’s vision reminds me of the hope and 
the future that God calls all of us to. 
 
Ultimately, we all choose whose ways we will follow. And we choose 
how we lead in our homes, churches, workplaces, and communities. As 
people who seek to follow Jesus, let us commit to being leaders worthy 
of following and insist the leaders of our community, state, and nation 
do the same. 
 
*Last, when we gather at the communion table each week, the 
invitation to the table gives us a glimpse into the kind of a future, 
where everyone is welcome and everyone has a place, where love wins 
and the kingdom of God Jesus came to reveal is a reality for everyone. I 
will be a leader who never lets you forget you are loved, who always 
reminds you there is still work still to do, who encourages you to grow 
closer to God and one another, and who celebrates with you as we 
welcome others into our midst because we have loved them well and 
shown them a vision of a hopeful future for everyone. It’s good to be 
here. I’m excited about our work together. Let’s get to it! Amen. 
 


