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Introduction

My book opens with a simple confession: I love books. As you 
will soon discover, I am a sucker for words printed on a page, 
particularly if they are there in service to a halfway decent story. 
When I have a free moment I go to bookstores and browse 
shelves, touching books, reading jacket sleeves, evaluating de-
sign, even smelling them. It’s been that way since I was a kid.

As I have aged, the subject matter of the books I read has 
undergone an understandable shift. I still love a good science 
fiction novel, and I have always had a weakness for Tolkien, to 
be sure. But now you are just as likely to find me hovering in 
the history section, around shelves stocked with books on phi-
losophy or technological innovation, or the contextual analysis 
and cultural studies section. Who needs fantasy and science 
fiction these days? Our world is bizarre enough. In fact, in a 
culture changing as rapidly and dramatically as ours, there are 
always fascinating new books available on all of these seemingly 
inexhaustible topics. Even so, none seem to be thriving in the 
way that contextual analysis and cultural studies are.

I am sure that you have seen at least some example of this 
phenomenon. Wherever we turn we can find historians, fu-
turists, theologians, cultural analysts, physicists, editorialists, 
economists, semioticians, environmentalists, anthropologists, 
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6 Introduction

and sociologists to describe our cultural location and the flux 
in which we exist. These books sit atop bestseller lists and on 
the tables we pass when we enter local booksellers’ stores—or 
perhaps more true to our time, their thumbnail images pop up 
when we open the Amazon.com webpage.

We are flooded with analysis that seeks to make sense of the 
tidal wave of change that has swept over the world in the last 
several years. Some of the analysis is cautionary and alarmist, 
warning of dire consequences facing us individually and col-
lectively if we do not change our ways. Some of it is optimistic, 
holding visions of a chastened but nevertheless idealized uto-
pian future secured though technology, human ingenuity, and 
willpower. And some of it is simply journalism, setting forth 
cautious and researched observations made from a particular 
angle that provide unique vantage points from which to survey 
broader issues affecting our cultural situation.

If we highlight only the writing coming out of those particular 
disciplines, we miss what is being expressed in and from the 
creative world. Response from the world of fine, graphic, and 
performing arts as well as the work of filmmakers, musicians, 
novelists, and poets has likewise been prolific, and while the 
creative world has given us less of an analysis of exactly what 
is happening, the arts have provided an expression for what 
it feels like to live in this quickly evolving world. In fact, some 
of the first intimations that reality as we have known it was 
fracturing came from the world of the imagination expressed 
in the cubist paintings of Picasso and Braque and the discor-
dant, atonal compositions of modern composers at the turn 
of the last century. They have their contemporary equivalents, 
to be sure.

The book you hold in your hands is an example of the former 
genre of materials that describe, within the world of theology 
and faith, the ways in which our world is changing and how 
some people and communities and leaders are responding in 
ways different from what has come before. Of course theology 
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7Introduction

and faith and leadership are not practiced in a vacuum but in 
the same context of the larger network of issues and forces 
that so many of the books I describe are aimed at marking. As 
a result, Intuitive Leadership and other books in this genre are 
being written by people like myself who have sought (and con-
tinue to seek) to live life, express faith, and revitalize or birth 
new Christian communities in fresh and organic ways—as a 
response to God, our broader communities, and this emerg-
ing cultural context in which we are living. To do so we have 
become students of our world, including our individual places 
in it, in addition to being students of our Scriptures, theology, 
and church history.

This and other lines of books and resources come out of a 
particular cultural phenomenon within Christianity that is 
being labeled the “emerging church.” These nascent commu-
nities see themselves emerging from and into a world that is 
in transition (and will be for a very long time). While we do 
not know yet where or who we are fully, we nonetheless are 
increasingly able to say where and who we are not and what 
we are beginning to be.

At the most basic level within emerging churches, we recog-
nize that the contexts and frameworks in which we have lived 
our lives and practiced our faith and expressed leadership are 
unalterably changed. Those within emerging church circles 
are not simply seeking to discover new techniques or meth-
ods proven in other places to grow megachurches, nor are we 
looking to retreat into a gloriously reimagined past. We want 
to engage where we are in creative and redemptive ways. In 
order to do this we are asking questions more fundamental 
than many of those asked by others likewise trying to engage 
the culture on Christ’s behalf.

For those of us lumped into this category of emerging, we 
know that we have experienced a shift in our cultural loca-
tion, and we want to respond with integrity as natives of this 
new world, not as people trying to reach it. The growing tide 
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8 Introduction

of relationships, communities, networks, and materials now 
available function to both name the change, mark some of its 
characteristics, and propose new understandings, frameworks, 
relational categories, and postures for engaging our way for-
ward. The variety and diversity of responses to these realities 
function to illustrate the dynamic nature of the change we are 
undergoing.

I know such statements may strike some as inflated, if not 
grandiose. That is understandable. Change is the one constant, 
and the poet/philosopher of Ecclesiastes reminds us that in 
fact, there is nothing new under the sun. I don’t deny this for 
a second. But does that automatically mean there are no times 
of unique change or upheaval when the broad frameworks and 
conceptual categories for how we understand our world and 
location in it should not be questioned? Is there really nothing 
different about this age? Do we suffer from some kind of age-
related, era-centric hubris? Is it the case that this age is like 
every other that has preceded it? Is the phenomenon of the 
emerging church and the environment to which it is respond-
ing (a world in massive transition) overstated? I am tempted 
to liken those who think so to the proverbial ostrich with head 
neck-deep in sand—they respond to change by pretending there 
is nothing happening at all. In their insistence that all is as it has 
always been, they quickly make themselves irrelevant and are 
soon heard from no more. Time will ultimately be the judge.

But there is merit in questioning exactly what is happening: 
it needs to be allowed that the fact that our world and culture 
are experiencing transition does not mean that all people are 
experiencing that transition in the same way or on the same 
timeline. The transition we are experiencing is a staggered one: 
in some quarters the dynamics of the emerging world have 
been in effect for so long that for many there is little sense of a 
transition at all—this brave new world is all that is known. For 
others, the world and the way in which they live has ostensibly 
undergone very little change. In the same way as those native 
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9Introduction

to the emerging world, life in some cloistered quarters is as it 
has always been.

For most of us the reality is somewhere in-between. We lean 
more or less to one or the other end of the continuum, so there 
can never be a description or a solution that is one-size-fits-all. 
That aim itself is an example of modernity’s hubris at work, 
which I will seek not only to deconstruct but also to move be-
yond into something that is hopefully more humble and more 
rooted in local context.

The truth is that one of the marks of this world to which we 
belong is that it is multifaceted, and characteristics that appear 
to be mutually exclusive in reality overlap all the time and defy 
any kind of easy categorization. Therefore any observation I 
make about the nature of life in the world around us must be 
made with humility and with the recognition that I describe 
a semblance of reality for only a small segment of people, in 
fact maybe only for myself. But that is where the broader com-
munity of which I am a part comes in.

We, the community of Jacob’s Well Church, the broader com-
munity of the emerging church in general, and many of us con-
nected to Emergent Village in particular are seeking to live life 
in common. We are in the process of responding to the lived 
context of our lives. Additionally, and critically, we have sought 
to abide creatively and faithfully within the lived narratives of 
our Scriptures and our history as a church through time. As we 
have done so, others have come alongside and found meaning 
and hope in our journey and in the many different ways it is 
being expressed. They have asked us to tell them our stories 
(but more often we have been asked to describe our “model”). 
So we have begun telling stories about the world in which we 
live and why, for increasing numbers of people, the world no 
longer makes sense in the same way it once did.

Telling these stories has begun to create meaning and new 
ways of understanding and living out our lives and our faith as 
disciples of Jesus Christ. Telling these stories has connected us 
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10 Introduction

to larger groups of people and communities for whom meaning 
has been functionally lost beyond the repetitive and increas-
ingly meaningless maintenance of behaviors that are often no 
more than going through the motions. And for better or for 
worse, people are paying attention. Our little tribe has begun 
to increase. It is out of this context that I seek to tell a kind 
of story about the world in which we find ourselves and what 
leadership might begin to look like in such a world.

It is beyond the scope of this book to chronicle all the ways 
in which our world is undergoing change. Certainly among all 
the categories and genres of materials I list above, one can find 
ample evidence of the many ways in which the environment 
of the early twenty-first century is unique. To live in the world 
today and not be aware of the radical transition of our context 
is to be either hopelessly out of touch, dangerously naive, or 
willfully stubborn. My guess is that most readers of this book 
are none of these. But that doesn’t mean you automatically 
agree with me or other people in the emerging church for that 
matter (nor are the people in the emerging church the only 
ones articulating these things). There is a good chance you are 
aware of what is happening around us. You pay attention, read 
the analysis, and debate the meaning of it all.

Many for whom the emerging church is a concern have a 
sense that perhaps we have misread the culture, probably the 
Scriptures, our mandate as the church, or some combination 
of all of these things. These are valid concerns. I hope this book 
addresses some of these issues. I also hope that those who are 
concerned about or critical of the emerging church will find 
this book to reflect a humble posture and a passionate desire 
for the church to faithfully represent Christ in the world.

But a great many more have recently discovered a strange 
group of words on the walls of their homes, churches, denomi-
nations, and seminaries: mene, mene, tekel, parsin. They have 
been read and received. Now they must be interpreted in a way 
that provokes transformation. I confess that it is to this latter 
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11Introduction

group that my book is primarily aimed. Intuitive Leadership 
lays out a story, a contextual understanding, and a paradigm 
for leadership that I hope will be useful to these brothers and 
sisters, for theirs is my tribe too.

Whichever your tribe or whatever your starting point let me 
clarify at the outset something of the nature of this book, spe-
cifically what this book is not. This book is not is a manual—a 
book of explicit instructions for operating a device or some 
other such machine. Manuals (leadership or otherwise) tell you 
at the beginning what you are going to learn and then provide 
the basic data to get you there in a step-by-step manner. Much 
of what is written in the genre of leadership could be classified 
within the framework of a manual. Such an approach toward 
leadership does have an implicit whiff of logic. If nothing else 
leaders are generally pragmatic, results-oriented creatures. 
Manuals are pragmatic guides that guarantee results—if you 
will simply do what they say. But therein lies the problem of 
leadership in a postmodern world: we need something beyond 
pragmatism. How can we be sure of the results we seek when 
who and where we are and what we are trying to do is no longer 
as obvious as it once might have been. In this context a manual 
is not only unhelpful, it is deceptive and dangerous.

Because leaders are being faced with profoundly different 
issues, circumstances, and contexts than what has come before, 
the ways in which we approach leadership must likewise be 
adjusted from previous approaches. In Intuitive Leadership I 
invite you to join me on a journey of exploration—the same 
journey that I undertook when all the paradigms for leadership 
and maps of the territory I found myself in proved to be, if not 
deceptively drawn, at least so out-of-date they were dangerous 
to myself and others. It is the journey that I believe every leader 
must undergo in one way or another if they want to engage 
God, themselves, and the world they are a part of.

I have divided this exploration into three parts as a sort of 
map that charts the trajectory of this journey. The first section 
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12 Introduction

is “Entering Story”; in it we will explore the ways in which 
story is at the heart of God’s activity in the world. The second 
section, “Engaging Context,” explores three interconnected 
spheres that are critical for recognizing and responding to 
God’s activity in and around us: our context, our theology, our 
systems and structures. Finally, in “Embracing Possibility” I 
chart a different way of understanding oneself and one’s role 
and approach as a leader.

For some this approach may be confusing at first. As readers 
we often approach books in specific genres with an unstated 
but implicit contract: this is a book on leadership, therefore 
I can expect these fill-in-the-blank outcomes delivered in this 
predetermined format. My hope in writing this is that you would 
instead be surprised and filled with hope by what you find 
along this journey. My hope is that you would be willing to set 
aside some of your assumptions about what leadership is in 
order to discover something new about God, yourself, and the 
world you are a part of. In fact as you journey with me I pray 
that you recognize something of your own journey. I hope you 
find a point of departure that sets you off on your own path of 
exploration for the sake of God, the gospel, and the world that 
God has invited us to serve.
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8
A Modest Proposal

what we need is sometimes not what we want

At the heart of every good theology lies not simply a plausible 
intellectual vision but more importantly a compelling account 
of a way of life, and that theology is therefore best done from 
within the pursuit of this way of life.1

Miroslav Volf, Practicing Theology

Practicing a discipline is different from emulating a “model.” All 
too often, new management innovations are described in terms 
of “best practices” of so-called leading firms. While interesting, 
I believe that such descriptions can often do more harm than 
good, leading to piecemeal copying and playing catch-up. I do 
not believe great organizations have ever been built by trying to 
emulate another, any more than individual greatness is achieved 
by trying to copy another “great person.”2

Peter Senge, The Fifth Discipline
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14 intuitive Leadership

Moving Beyond Caricatures

Many people have been critical of the emerging church for 
bitterness, anger, arrogance, and its reactionary postures. While 
these charges are often aimed at proverbial straw men (and 
women), many of these accusations have some merit. I know 
this because I have been all of these things at one time or an-
other myself. It is not something I am proud of. It has been 
part of my maturation process, my sanctification if you will. I 
confess it. But there is something else going on beneath these 
visceral expressions.

In the last fifteen years I have heard a lot of stories about 
people’s struggles to express their faith in ways that don’t mar-
ginalize the truth of who they are as human beings made in the 
image of God. I have heard stories about people’s struggles to 
find God in their church and the responses that label them as 
selfish for that hunger. I have heard of people exploring theo-
logical issues, inspired by their love of God, and being labeled 
dangerous. I have also met creative people who are tired of being 
excluded or, if not excluded, viewed and used only as a resource 
to be leveraged in pursuit of a leader’s or church’s vision. And 
I have heard stories about people’s willingness to take great 
risks to find and embody something different in order that they 
might be part of the solution and not simply one more finger 
pointing at the problem. When they are subsequently labeled 
as “divisive” for going beyond traditional organizations and 
structures, most of these people are past the point of caring. 
In such stories I have heard a lot of pain. I have heard a lot 
of shame. I have also heard faith, hope, and love. Moreover, I 
have seen extraordinary perseverance.

Why do I say all that? Because when people characterize the 
phenomenon of the emerging church as bitter, angry, arrogant, 
or reactionary, I know what is underneath all of those things. I 
know that when people get just a taste of life, it is intoxicating. 
Intoxicated people do foolish things. But even that characteriza-
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15A Modest Proposal

tion misrepresents more than it illuminates because for every 
bitter, angry, arrogant, and reactionary emerging person or 
community out there, I know ten hopeful, passionate, humble, 
and creative counterparts that are actively engaging God, them-
selves, their community and the larger context of the world in 
which they live. I also know that they are bearing fruit in these 
contexts. And that too draws attention.

It is also worth observing that many of the people who ini-
tially get excited about the conversation that is taking place 
around postmodernity do so because they perceive postmoderns 
as their next target to be reached. But for most of us in the con-
versation, that is not the goal. We aren’t trying to reach anyone, 
at least not in the way that phrase and the energy behind it has 
been understood. Yet people are being reached. It is happening 
accidentally or, better, as a byproduct of something else. My 
experience tells me that when you try to reach someone or some 
group or some thing, you end up chasing not just a nonexistent 
caricature but the wrong thing altogether.

Exegeting the Experiences of Observers

Because we have a Sunday night worship gathering, we ex-
perience a steady flow of leaders and groups who come to 
observe what is happening in our church. When I see such 
people and groups arrive at our church, I always have mixed 
feelings. I hope these people sometimes arrive hungry to meet 
God and participate in our life, but more often they show up 
impressed by an outward manifestation of that life, whether it 
be the size, the number of young people, the worship liturgy, 
or the creativity. They then seek to discover what is unique in 
our environment that they can then export to their churches 
in order to reproduce whatever particular manifestation of life 
they see in our community and long for in theirs. Such efforts 
are doomed to failure.
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16 intuitive Leadership

But when people come and worship with us, whatever their 
motivation, often something significant happens that most people 
aren’t expecting. They have an encounter with God among us. 
That is not to say that every person who comes into our space 
and community has some kind of transcendent encounter and 
experiences something significant. Often people come and very 
quickly discover that there is nothing attractive to them about 
our church. But sometimes in the course of our time together 
some people there to observe stop watching as experts or leaders 
or spies or outsiders or tourists and actually begin participating 
as humans beings made to know God and people made in his 
image in the context of our community. When they snap out of 
it, they are usually confused. That is when I begin to hear stories. 
I have sat at countless meetings with people in Kansas City and 
all over the country and world and listened to people ask about 
or discuss their experience among us. As they do we begin to 
deconstruct their expectations and what they were coming for 
and then ultimately what happened and what the significance 
of that was—and what it means for them in their context.

People come to us and see the fruit, and they want to know 
how. I have spent a lot of this book describing the ways leaders 
have been trained to go questing for a silver bullet—a magical 
model or technique that, when placed in the barrel of their 
ministry gun and fired, will allow them to hit their target (some 
group of people their community is short on that they want to 
reach). In this scenario, emerging churches are the next stop on 
the “cutting-edge ministry tour” that began in the 1980s with 
the contemporary worship movement, went on to the small 
group movement, continued into the 1990s with the seeker-
targeted church movement, and later evolved into packaged 
ministry expressions such as the Alpha evangelism ministry 
and Purpose-Driven Life curriculums like 40 Days of Purpose. 
Let me give you an explicit example of this.

In the fall of 2006 our community was profiled in a large 
Christian magazine, The Christian Century, as an example of 
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17A Modest Proposal

an emergent church. In the issue that preceded the one that 
carried the Jacob’s Well story, the last page of the magazine 
told readers that an upcoming issue would profile an emerging 
church. This teaser prompted one reader to email Jason Byas-
see, the editor responsible for the article. He writes:

I was just reading the latest edition of The Christian Century and 
noticed at the bottom that you have an article on the “emergent 
church” coming soon. I really look forward to that. Last week 
I attended a conference on worship our denomination put on. 
We heard the word “emergent” countless times, but after several 
hours of workshops and plenary discussions a classmate leaned 
over to me and said, “I still don’t know what emergent worship 
is, but now I am convinced that neither do these presenters.” 
It’s true. I have heard these supposed experts and still have the 
looming question, “What in God’s name is emerging worship?” 
My hunch is that it’s not in God’s name so much as it is in the 
name of meeting people’s perceived needs, fueling our addiction 
to visual technologies and our ADHD culture, and mixing in a few 
ancient practices (a little incense burning here, a little chanting 
there) to make it seem edgy and new because the old edgy and 
new has ceased to be edgy and new these days. It was a total 
waste. Part of me wants to be wrong about emergent worship. 
Here’s hoping that you can convince me I am wrong.3

Do you hear what is going on here? I edited out the silly ex-
periential exercise that was given as an example of interactive 
preaching from the email because it was one more example of 
what is going on in the name of being relevant but in reality is 
too goofy and painful for me even to type. Emergent/emerging 
worship is being branded as the next new cutting-edge thing. 
Someone somewhere has extracted some principle of worship 
from some place and turned it into a technique that is being 
packaged now as “emergent.” And here’s the thing: it doesn’t 
surprise me. It saddens me, mostly because I know the impetus 
and heart behind such attempts. I know the frustration and 
desperation many pastors feel leading their churches. Leaders 
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18 intuitive Leadership

want to connect and be relevant and make an impact. I get that. 
But when it is pursued in this way, it just ends up being plain 
silly, and worse, ineffective and misrepresentative.

I believe the main reason we are so desperate and thus vul-
nerable to such silliness or other more serious expressions 
like candles and incense is because we are ultimately chasing 
the wrong thing. We try to reach. We try to do ministry. We 
seek to make something happen. We want to be relevant. This 
is no new temptation. I think people of faith have struggled 
with this challenging dynamic for a long time. Chapter 4 gave 
an example from the Old Testament of Israel turning God’s 
activity in the past into a totem for the present. Such totems 
don’t have to come out of the past alone. They can also emerge 
from contemporary ministries down the street that we look to 
instead of God himself.

Learning from the Cistercians

Thomas Merton, a Trappist monk from the monastery at 
Gethsemani in Kentucky, calls attention to this dynamic in his 
day. To read Thomas Merton is to observe a man with a sharp 
and hungry mind searching everywhere for God. I love reading 
his journals because they allow me a window into this amazing 
man’s life. Observe the following passage from his journal, The 
Sign of Jonas, as an example of what I am seeking to describe. 
In this entry he discusses architecture and how monastic com-
munities can produce beautiful buildings. Even though he is 
writing about architecture, the underlying message is appropri-
ate for our discussion. And as you read this, keep in mind the 
email to The Christian Century above. Merton writes,

The perfection of the twelfth-century Cistercian architecture is 
not to be explained by saying that the Cistercians were looking 
for a new technique. I am not sure that they were looking for 
a new technique at all. They built good churches because they 
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were looking for God. And they were looking for God in a way 
that was pure and integral enough to make everything they did 
and everything they touched give glory to God.
 We cannot reproduce what they did because we approach 
the problem in a way that makes it impossible for us to find a 
solution. We ask ourselves a question that they never considered. 
How shall we build a beautiful monastery according to the style 
of some past age and according to the rules of a dead tradition? 
Thus we make the problem not only infinitely complicated but 
we make it, in fact, unsolvable. Because a dead style is a dead 
style. And the reason why it is dead is that the motives that 
once gave it life have ceased to exist. They have given place to 
a situation that demands another style. If we were intent upon 
loving God rather than upon getting a Gothic church out of a 
small budget we would soon put up something that would give 
glory to God and would be very simple and would also be in the 
tradition of our fathers.4

Merton is talking about a community of monks in the twelfth 
century who were seeking God. And from this primary pursuit 
they produced, as a byproduct of their holy longing, an archi-
tectural style that was beautiful and had integrity because it 
developed organically from their context. As a result the archi-
tecture was still speaking to people eight centuries later when 
Merton was writing. Against this backdrop, Merton laments the 
fact that in his day architecture is not allowed to develop in the 
same way it did in the Cistercian context. His peers, rather than 
seeking God, sought instead to reproduce a style, something 
mimicking the rules that arose from a different community’s life. 
But reproduction is not possible because “a dead style is a dead 
style,” as the context that birthed it is no longer available.

Ministry as Idolatry

I believe the most acceptable and common form of idolatry 
in churches today is ministry. I believe many leaders and many 
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churches worship ministry—that is, what we are trying to do 
for God. Unlike the twelfth-century Cistercians, we often do not 
pursue God but instead pursue the fruitfulness that we are told 
accompanies God’s presence in a person or community’s life. Let 
me make that statement again: we rarely pursue God directly 
but instead pursue external expressions called “ministry” as a 
sign of God. But when we make ministry our pursuit, we make 
it impossible to realize the very thing we seek. Ministry is always 
the byproduct of something else. What? The pursuit of God.

Jesus says as much in John 15:4–5: “Remain in me, as I also 
remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must re-
main in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain 
in me. I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in 
me and I in you, you will bear much fruit; apart from me you 
can do nothing.” Do we take this seriously? I think rather than 
figuring out what it looks like for our communities to learn 
what it means to abide in Christ, we spend most of our energy 
looking for signs of life, manifestations of another community’s 
lifestyle of abiding in Jesus. It reminds me of the old Alcoholics 
Anonymous adage: “You know why the grass is always greener 
on the other side of the fence? Because that guy stays home 
and works on his yard!” The healthy yard gets and stays that 
way because the person tending the lawn is not running around 
looking at everyone else’s grass. According to Jesus, fruitfulness 
comes when the vine is intimately connected to the branch. 
Fruit is the natural outgrowth of a healthy tree. Trees don’t try 
to produce fruit. They don’t seize up and grunt real hard in an 
attempt to squeeze something out. Nor do they pick up fruit 
from other trees and tape it to their branches. Trees that are 
healthy simply produce fruit. They don’t try to make it happen, 
and they can’t stop it when it does. Fruit comes when everything 
else in the environment functions as it should.

In the same way I believe ministry, including the ability to 
reach people, is a natural byproduct and sign of a healthy church 
ecosystem functioning as it should. You might have heard the 
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word organic used often in the context of emerging churches. 
It means that we allow life to grow naturally out of the envi-
ronment in which it exists. Unfortunately, many of us do not 
operate with this perspective. Rather than listening to God and 
discerning God’s presence among us, rather than listening to 
our people and discerning God’s provision through our people, 
we look beyond our communities and try to make something 
happen based on what has worked for other people. Tragically 
our people, whom we know and who support us as leaders, 
are often taken for granted as we go questing in an attempt 
to reach some unnamed, unknown person who will validate 
our relevance. But a converse leadership situation is often at 
work as well. Often leaders come into communities wanting to 
shepherd and disciple a group of people who would rather run 
programs and attract people. Such pastors are often chewed 
up and spit out for not producing the external signs of life 
our broader culture tends to value, particularly when shaped 
through metaphors of the organizational age.

My Expert Answer: “I Don’t Know”

When I was speaking on this topic at an event for evangelical 
denominational leaders, one pastor raised his hand to ask me a 
question. He said he was a pastor of a seventy-five-year-old church 
in the Pacific Northwest. As he introduced himself and described 
his community’s context, I knew what his question was going to 
be before he asked it. He listened to me describe the context of a 
“post” world, the necessity of engaging incarnationally in contexts 
of specificity, and how we work within systems and structures 
that either inhibit or empower such engagements. He wanted to 
know how what I was saying applied to him in his context, an 
aging denominational church, as compared to Jacob’s Well, a 
first-generation, independent Christian community. It is a great 
question, and it is one I hear all the time.
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The first answer I always give is simple: I don’t know how to 
answer that question, at least not in the way it is often asked. 
The expectation is often that I can reduce these complex realities 
down to simple, acontextual answers that will apply in another 
pastor’s context the way it has in my own. But I cannot deliver a 
step-by-step implementation manual because a manual assumes 
the transferability of a model. I have been trying to deconstruct 
this approach throughout the entire book. If I had a model, 
then it would be a model that is radically localized—in fact, so 
localized that the only way to come up with an implementa-
tion manual would be to write one for each community and 
to write it after the fact and with an open ending that allows 
for the possibility of additional chapters. Thus my answer, if 
it is to have any integrity with the rest of what I have written 
so far, must be, “I don’t know.”

The second part of my answer is not any idea or application 
but the community itself. This community, Jacob’s Well, is how 
we have responded to the “post” world. And this book is in many 
ways my attempt to articulate and describe the context and the 
community that has developed over the last several years in 
this place as our faithful attempt to answer the question, “How 
are we to be the people of God here and now?”

We must seek to get away from looking for others to tell us 
what everything means and what the implications are. Instead 
we must learn what it means to engage. We must begin to intuit 
what is going on and learn to respond in ways that have integrity 
to who we are, where we are, and who we have been.

Is that all? Am I saying that you are on your own, and good 
luck?

No. There are ways I believe we should respond. But they 
will be challenging to us because we have been so master-
fully discipled in technique reproduction. For most of us, the 
ways I believe we will need to respond will be counterintuitive. 
Nevertheless, I believe there are ways the evangelical pastor in 
Oregon can take what I have said here and go engage in his 
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own context—but not because he has a new set of answers. 
He will be able to engage because he has a new set of postures 
that open him and his community up for new possibilities. I 
believe that in our world how we posture ourselves and our 
churches is a critical issue. I believe we have been postured 
in a way that has kept us from being able to be responsive: to 
God, ourselves, each other, the Scriptures, and our neighbor-
hoods. The last thing we need is answers, because when we 
have answers, we assume the posture of an expert, and experts 
are a big part of the problem. We need to discover some basic 
postures of engagement that allow us to see and respond to the 
possibilities that are available because of God’s activity out in 
front of us.

In closing, let me say this: God is alive and at work in you, 
your community, and your context. Our world is filled with pos-
sibility because of who God is and what he is doing in creation. 
God longs for our participation with him, and at the same time 
God is on the move. Jesus said, “Follow me” and he meant it. He 
is going somewhere, and if we are to keep pace, we must follow. 
That means we must move. I can’t give you any answers. All I can 
do is propose some postures—ways of positioning ourselves that 
allow us a greater chance of catching God at work among us.

It is to these postures that we now turn. As we do so, let us 
hope that, as the Cistercians did, we too can look for God in a 
way that is “pure and integral enough to make everything we 
do and everything we touch give glory to God.”5
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“Tim Keel has written a fascinating and engaging book that will quickly 
become both a starting point and a standard bearer for thinking about 
leadership in the emerging church. In addition to reimagining the 
nature of leadership, it also offers an implicit and enticing portrait of 
the type of community that will be formed in response to the vision 
and values described in these pages. In other words, if we follow the 
direction set forth in this volume, things will start to look different 
in the church. For many of us, that’s a reason to hope that this book 
is widely read.”

John R. Franke, professor of theology, Biblical Seminary

“Deeply personal and human in its approach, Intuitive Leadership 
both charms the mind and informs the heart. The result is a wise and 
gentle tracing of the contours of postmodernism that is as healing 
as it is liberating.”

Phyllis Tickle, contributing editor in religion, Publishers Weekly

“Erudite, eloquent, and engaging, Tim Keel’s Intuitive Leadership is 
a landmark in pastoral ministry, for he brings together the multiple 
streams of emerging church, postmodernity, media theory, biblical 
interpretation, church planting, cultural studies, and holistic, mis-
sional life. This book is destined to be a church leadership classic.”

Tony Jones, national coordinator of Emergent Village; author The 
New Christians: Dispatches from the Emergent Frontier
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