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Thank you for the gift of your time to be present this morning (or to read this address).  I have been looking forward for some time to this opportunity to meet together and to begin to get to know one another.

As some of you know I have begun to visit the church schools in the Diocese as part of my initial visits to deaneries and I have been extremely impressed so far by a sense of purpose and commitment and quality in every school I have encountered.  Thank you for your hospitality in those visits.  

It has also been delightful to meet the children and to be shown round by them.  There have been a series of questions to and from the bishop.  The favourite questions from the children have been:  “What exactly does a bishop do?” and “How much do you get paid?”  My favourite answers so far were in Totley where I asked a group of quite small children what would be good places to visit now I have moved to Sheffield.  The first person I asked said “Legoland”.  The second thought very hard and said “Tesco”.  

I hope that these initial visits and this morning are evidence that the work of the church schools in the diocese is vitally important to me as Bishop.  I will do my very best in the years to come to get to know the schools and the children and the staff and governors and to play my own part in encouraging and resourcing your work.  

I know something about the education system.  Ann and I are parents of four children – the youngest of whom is 19.  We have shared in the life of 7 different schools in 3 different cities.  Between us Ann and I have attended something over 50 parents evenings and a great many school concerts.  I have been a primary and secondary school governor; a vice chair of governors; a governor with responsibility for special needs.  I also worked for eight years as the head of a college to train clergy which was part of a College of Durham University.  

I want to offer you some reflections this morning on the subject of Christian leadership.  Everyone today recognises the importance of leadership in nearly every sphere of life.  You will be more familiar than I am with the stress on the leadership role of the head teacher and the chair of governors.  I made a study some years ago of the rise of the public sector leadership institutes including what has become the National College for leadership of schools and childrens services which is an impressive institution.  

There is a growing literature on leadership from the kind of book you find in WH Smith to serious evidence based studies.  Its a massive field with many different subdivisions.  There are lots of resources about how we exercise our leadership.  

But the question I want to ask this morning is what difference might the Christian faith make to the way we exercise leadership.  Does the Bible and the Christian tradition have anything to teach us about the way we behave as leaders?  Should a Christian lead in a different way from someone who does not share the Christian faith?  Should leadership in a church school be different from leadership in a non-church school?

It’s a vast subject.  We could take several days to explore it.  Let me give you some resources, a map and some directions we might explore.  

Resources first.  It is not always clear from courses and literature on leadership that the Christian faith has anything to say at all.  You can explore many different perspectives on leadership in Chinese philosophy to the social sciences and not come across references to the Bible and to the Christian church.  But there is in the Christian church a continuous 3,000 year reflection on what it means to be a leader.  There is a great mineshaft here which needs to be uncovered.  

In the Old Testament there is a wealth of information about leadership:  in stories and prayers; in the words of the prophet; in the wisdom tradition.  Read for example the story of the transfer of power between Solomon and his son.  The people come to the new king and ask him to be more merciful.  The king takes advice first from the old men who advised his father.  Listen to the people, they say.  Be careful at first.  Build trust.  Establish your kingship.  Then rule as seems right.  The king takes advise from the young men who have grown up with him.  The air crackles with testosterone.  Don’t show any weakness, they say.  Start as you mean to go on with a firm and cruel hand. The new king follows their advice and the country disintegrates.  The story is a wonderful lesson for today on transition and change in leadership.  
In the New Testament there are stories and sayings in abundance for leaders.  Jesus sets the striking example of how to lead as a servant as he washes his disciples feet.  He teaches specifically that leadership in the Christian community is not to be about the exercise of power for its own sake but for the sake of those we lead.  His example continues to be inspiring to leaders in any sphere of activity.  

That process of reflection on Christian leadership has continued until the present day through the lives of the saints and through their writings and through the institutions they have founded.  One text in particular, the Pastoral Rule of Gregory the Great, became required reading for princes and kings and governors of every kind.  It was written in the sixth century, translated by King Alfred and informed in different ways the systems of governance and leadership established throughout Europe and beyond.  

Most of the great institutions we take for granted today were established as Christian institutions in churches or monasteries.  Schools and universities and hospitals and political institutions in our country have all been informed and shaped by the Christian traditions and the principles found in scripture.  

One of the reasons there is a great deal of overlap between Christian leadership and what is generally regarded as good leadership is that these deep streams in our culture have shaped so much in our society.  Another is that the Christian principles of exercising leadership as a servant and truthfully and with accountability are all principles which work.  

We should therefore have confidence as Christians in any conversation about leadership that much of what is good in society already is based on a profoundly Christian way of leading and is supported in our tradition.  We should have confidence also that we have vital things to contribute to the wider debate on Christian leadership.  As a church we have not come late to the party which is the way we are sometimes made to feel.  Many of the ground rules were set generations ago by Christian thinkers and in Christian institutions.  
Second how should we map the leadership you exercise as heads or chairs of governors; the leadership I have to exercise as a bishop; the leadership exercised in our wider society.

There is no single way to do this but when I am trying to think about leadership in a Christian way, I know it needs to embrace four different elements.

The first and the one from which everything else flows is that the leadership I exercise flows from the person I am.  Leadership of myself, watching over myself is therefore vital.  

This is an absolutely fundamental principle of Christian leadership though it is also present in other streams and traditions and is also common sense.  The person I am is absolutely integral to the leadership I offer.  My words and my actions need to match.  It is no good talking the talk unless I walk the walk.  However brilliantly I draw up the budget or the timetable, if I slander my colleagues in private; gossip uncontrollably; lose my temper at every opportunity or wear myself out by overwork I will not be offering effective Christian leadership.  

The Book of Acts tells the story of the apostle Paul making a farewell speech to those he has appointed leaders of the church in Ephesus.  The church still quotes from this speech every time we ordain people to ministry.  His first charge to them is this:  “Watch over yourselves and over the church of Jesus Christ”.  
Christian leadership begins with watching over yourself:  making sure you are fit for purpose; that the inside matches the outside; that you are equipped for the task; growing in Christian character; a person of faith and hope and love.  

That is hard work and in my own leadership I know I need a support team more for this aspect of my work as a leader than any other.  I need to understand what is going on inside me at different stages:  why I am becoming angry and what to do with the anger; what to do when I lose confidence; or when I am perplexed.  This is also the place where I draw down the support I need from God in my leadership of others and my daily work.  

Second Christian leadership is about working with people: leading individuals and teams.  Every leader works on a small scale with the people around them trying to get the best from them.  Every leader will also find themselves working with and creating teams:  groups of people who work well together in a common task.  

Christian leadership is naturally collaborative and about team working.  We have a great resource in the Christian tradition in the idea of the church as the body of Christ:  people who have the same value but different gifts who are called to work together for the common good.  

There are specific Christian values which need to be brought to this close work with people.  Values of humility.  Values of honesty and transparency.  Valuing the person alongside the task.  Values of gentleness.  Values of justice and fairness in the workplace.  Values of trust.  Values of forgiveness and being ready to give people a second chance.  

Third Christian leadership is about working with organisations to transform them and to change them so that they become the best that they can be.  
This requires a different set of leadership gifts and skills from those required in watching over yourself.  Leading organisations is about careful listening and diagnosis; about building hope for the future and capacity in others; about developing a common vision and identifying the steps needed to bring it about; about responding to crises in appropriate ways; about skilled leadership of change; about understanding the wider environment.  

Again the Christian faith has a profound perspective to bring here.  We believe that God is at work in the world making all things new.  We have a perspective on the world that the kingdom of God is coming – that things will one day be better.  We have a powerful vision of the kind of society God wants to see:  a society of equal opportunity where everyone develops to their full potential; a just and fair society where the weak are protected. 

Every day as Christians we pray together “Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven”.  We pray that prayer for the institutions we are responsible for and then we begin our daily work which is about making that vision a little more of a reality.   
That vision is a powerful and shaping resource for us as Christian leaders as we seek to work it out in the schools we serve.  

And finally Christian leadership is about representing the community or institution we serve in the wider world; about helping that community find its place in the world and about connecting the school or the church family with the places it needs connecting with.  

I sometimes find that this is the area of leadership I am most tempted to neglect when the other areas become more demanding.  But a vital task of leadership is to keep on scanning the wider horizon; to keep on looking ahead for the rocks and the resources; to keep on giving the time to the wider meetings and networking as we are doing today.  
As a Christian leader I am helped in that hugely by the key Christian insight that God is not simply concerned with one part of human life but with all of human life.  God is concerned for human flourishing across the city and across the diocese, not simply in churches or in church schools.  There is no place or institution or person which is beyond his reach or his love.  God is concerned for the whole of his world.

My perspective as a Christian leader therefore needs to be broader and wider than the institution I am leading.  I spent four days last week in Germany with our link District of Hattingen-Witten.  It was very hard to take four days out of the diary to make the trip.  There are many pressing things calling for my attention largely to do with leading people or leading the institution.

But it was vital to become personally involved with the link at an early stage and demonstrate commitment to the wider church.  And I found I returned with a broader and deeper perspective on only on our German link but on our own diocese through seeing it through other eyes and from a new place.  

Looking outwards and beyond is a vital part of exercising Christian leadership.  

Thank you so much for all you are doing to make our Christian schools excellent places of community and care and learning and hope for the future.  I look forward very much to working with you in the future and to learning from you about the exercise of Christian leadership later in the morning.  

Steven Croft
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