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Vulnerability. Transparency. Authenticity. Words so trail-blazing a scant decade ago are now on 

the verge of becoming little more than the latest ingredients in a cookie-cutter formula for 

producing modern-day Christian leaders. 
 

Why would I make such an audacious claim? Because these terms are so ingrained in the day-to-

day language of current church development that we're losing sight of the fact that how these God-

honoring truths are applied is far more important than merely applying them.  
 

Getting raw and real isn't a one-size-fits-all leadership track where we encourage everyone to admit 

they're flawed, pat each other on the back for being honest, and sing contemporary worship songs 

to drive home the point that we're different from previous generations. 
 

Never is this need for distinction so clearly evident as it is when raising up a women's ministry 

team. 
 

Although the triune concept of vulnerability, transparency, and authenticity may be a relatively 

new approach to ministry leadership, women have been battling against these tendencies for 

decades. For numerous years we've been taught that vulnerability in particular is a close cousin to 

that killer of female success in ministry—emotions. 
 

Of course, we have excellent role models for how to be both strong yet vulnerable women of faith, 

through the likes of such teachers as Beth Moore, Joyce Meyer, and others, but these examples are 

at the 50,000-foot level.  
 

Does that same winning combination translate down in the trenches of day-to-day ministry?  

As I discovered firsthand, getting women in leadership to travel to the land of vulnerability was 

never the real challenge. Guiding them to uncharted territory on the other side was. 
 

Into the Fray 

When the Lord called me to step into the gaping leadership hole left at the heart of our church's 

women's ministry, there were two vital truths I carried with me—ministry is tough and women 

cry. 
 

Due to a staffing shortage, the women leading this ministry had been left without an assigned 

pastor to shepherd them for some time and were now reaching a critical mass. The battle for 

internal control was crippling their ability to produce fruit for the Kingdom.  
 

God called me to wade into these troubled waters in no uncertain terms. I'd be lying if I said I 

didn't give it a second thought. I had enough on my plate as the pastoral team member overseeing 

administration and operations, as well as developing a growing marriage ministry team.  
 

But the Lord called and I obeyed. I didn't enter in strategizing about how I could be an authentic 

person or show my vulnerable side. I didn't fret about what they would think or how I would come 

off. I dove into the fray on my spiritual knees, begging him for wisdom, grace, and discernment. I 

simply trusted God to sort it all out. I understood that I was just one of his vessels, and whatever 

was in me that needed to come out in the process of helping these women grow as leaders was his 

to use. 
 

Down to the Bones 



He awarded my obedience with discernment. He revealed to me that how I handled these 

embattled, worn women would define how they would rise from the ashes of a floundering ministry 

that had been riddled with gossip and backstabbing. My job wasn't to rebuild the ministry; my job 

was to rebuild the team so they could rebuild the ministry. 
 

With a delicate balance of authority and empathy that was impossible to achieve without God's 

anointing, I had to peel back the shiny happy Christian veneer these women were trapped under to 

reveal the festering wounds beneath. 
 

Three of the leaders lunged for the exit over the next few weeks. 

Five stayed and the process of wading through the ashes of what once was began.  
 

The Four-Hanky Rule 

The very first thing God led me to do was tell these women my story. I told them about the struggles 

I'd had and the mistakes I'd made and even how in my current role I messed up now and again and 

was continuously thanking the Lord that he never left my side. I told them that there was no earthly 

reason why a former teenage mom with a sordid past should be in a position of leadership and trust 

in a prominent church.  
 

I told them the utter and unvarnished truth about myself and then I told them the utter and 

unvarnished truth about the lack of spiritual impact their ministry was having. I was passionate 

and real, but I did not cry.  
 

I wasn't the one who needed the release—they needed it.  
 

As I stepped back and let the five of them begin to pour out their hearts to one another, a beautiful 

and uniquely female moment emerged. One began to cry and four hankies were immediately drawn 

from various purses. Four hands offered these little white gestures of grace in perfect unison. 
 

I have dubbed this the "four-hanky rule" for raising up women in leadership. No matter how much 

discord there may be among sisters in the Lord, a hardened heart is only four hankies away from 

becoming soft and useable once again. 
 

My joy at witnessing this profound and healing turning point for the team was so overwhelming 

that it was all I could do to cling to my composure. 
 

Red Alert! PJs and Chick Flicks 

In the majority of cases, women tend to be more emotional than men. So when we really open up 

we can get lost in the wilderness of our feelings. 

This was the predicament I was facing. To be able to share so candidly with my sisters and then 

witness them reaching out in love when emotion overwhelmed one of them was such a tender 

experience that I was teetering on the precipice of a full-blown warm and fuzzy, let's put on 

pajamas and watch chick flicks all night moment. 
 

A man raising up men can go deep into the land of vulnerability with his team because it is typically 

a foreign place to the ones being led and so they're quite able to venture out again. 
 

A woman raising up women does not have this luxury. Vulnerability is our home turf. This isn't 

where we vacation in the summer; this is part of our interior landscape 24/7. So when we realize 

we're in a safe place and can let that inner reality out, the relief can be so overwhelming that it will 

readily overtake our original goal—to show our sisters not only how to use this home court 

advantage with discipline and focus, but to come out of it as stronger leaders. 



 

Had I caved into the genuine vulnerability I was experiencing just then and been completely 

transparent with my sisters rather than reign it in, they would have enfolded me into their loving 

circle and the task God had set before me would have gone right off the rails. 
 

Lesson Learned 

Although there is more to the tale of restoring these beleaguered leaders than a couple of meetings 

and heart-warming hankies, suffice it to say that my greatest lesson learned was this: following 

God's direction and being equipped by him is the only time-proven strategy to success in raising 

up spiritual leaders. The moment that we reduce His methods to a quick solution, cool slogan or 

pat formula, we wind up hobbling the very ones we've been called to release. 
 

Christians are not distinguished from others by our faith. Faith can be found throughout a variety 

of religious sects. Rather, God intended for us to stand out to this struggling world by our love. 
 

The deep and powerful commandment of the Lord to "love one another" has often been interpreted 

in one of two ways: either it's the "love is patient, love is kind" crowd who believe that we must 

be soft toward each other regardless of circumstance or the "missions and martyrs" contingent who 

believe that Jesus' love is best displayed through vaulting into perilous conditions with a 

willingness to make the ultimate sacrifice. 
 

Both are correct. However, they fail to address the broad spectrum in between. Our daily 

interaction toward one another may not be as "spiritually-glamorous" as these two extremes, but it 

is our conduct in this middle ground which shapes our Christian character. Particularly for leaders. 
 

As Jesus and his disciples traveled together along dusty roads and desert landscapes, Jesus shared, 

taught, befriended, and rebuked them. 
 

Sometimes his words were hard to hear, but they were never said without that undercurrent of love 

which permeated our Lord's ministry like the scent of clean air just after a rainstorm. 
 

It was this kind of challenge that he presented to me regarding the women's ministry team. They 

had peeled back the ministry's layers to reveal the pride-inflicted wounds beneath and begin the 

process of healing. Feelings of relief were so overwhelming among them that, like a girl with a 

crush on the bad boy in class, they were interpreting their emotions as the real deal.  
 

Up to this point, I had restrained my female tendencies and kept these women at arm's length. In 

order to get them to the place where they were truly ready to tackle the ministry once more, God 

was now calling me to show them the "dust in your sandals" kind of love that Jesus displayed to 

his disciples. 
 

Synchronicity 

Back in the Old Testament, the prophet Ezekiel had a very powerful and unsettling vision in 

spiritual realms. During part of this vision, four creatures were revealed to him. The Bible describes 

their strange faces, a wheel, many eyes and other bizarre images that would have most of us 

booking an appointment with the nearest psychiatrist. As it was, the vision was so shocking that 

an "overwhelmed" Ezekiel barely moved for seven days (Ezekiel 3:15). 
 

Of the many strange things described in this vision, one of the most compelling for me was the 

connection between these four creatures. They each had four wings, two of which touched the 

wings of the others. So how could they possibly move around while all being joined at the wing?  
 

http://nlt.to/Ezek.3.15


The Bible states: 

"Each one went straight ahead. Wherever the spirit would go, they would go, without turning as 

they went." (Ezekiel 1:12, NIV)  
 

Whatever direction one of them went, they all went. They followed the Spirit without hesitation 

and in complete unity. They never turned away from their task or the Lord. They were a perfect 

and holy team. 
 

It was this image that God planted in my mind for the group leading the women's ministry. They 

had been pruned down from eight to five and then bam! the fifth one stepped back into a more 

secondary role and there were the Lord's chosen four, the ones he desired to see move as a single, 

Spirit-filled entity. 
 

Although the team had opened up about their feelings and frustrations, this moment of unburdening 

did not mean that the issues which had brought the ministry to the point of near destruction had 

magically vanished. 
 

The next goal was to see them move together as one before they attempted to tackle the rebuilding 

process—and fancy speeches weren't going to cut it. I had to delve into the lives of these women. 

My sandals needed to get dusty.  
 

I spent time with them individually and as a group. We got to know about one another's 

backgrounds, families, hopes, and dreams. We discussed their hearts for ministry and they 

confessed where they felt they were failing the Lord. I challenged them about what they could do 

differently moving forward. 
 

During this span I came to love these women as the Lord had commanded. I felt loyal and 

protective and privileged to be part of their lives. But I would give them no quarter when it came 

to staying on task and becoming like those "four living creatures" who went where the Spirit led. 

I rebuked when needed, but always with love. 
 

They began to be more intentional about praying together and connecting socially. Over a period 

of several weeks, they grew substantially in their openness and fondness toward one another. The 

bond had been formed beyond the initial "girl with a crush" stage and they were ready to move 

forward. 
 

It was time to get to work. 
 

THE SILENT TREATMENT 

One of the hardest things for a woman in leadership to do is be silent.  
 

Yet as we delved into the women's ministry visioning process, that was exactly what the Lord 

expected of me. I did as I was bade and showed up at the planning meeting with only a rough idea 

of how to get the ball rolling. 
 

As we began in prayer, the team was relaxed and open to God's leading. The presence of the Holy 

Spirit was palpable. Great things were about to happen.  

I handed out markers and half-sheets of paper to the team and told them to write down a word or 

two summarizing an idea they had for the women's ministry.  
 

Each time they completed a sheet, I taped it to the classroom wall in front of us. Ideas began to 

flow and their conversation became more animated. The verbal spark of females brainstorming 

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ezekiel+1%3A12&version=NIV


had ignited in the room and their harmonious chorus was music to my ears. I spoke up only when 

needing to keep them on point if I felt they'd wandered too far over to social land. I didn't do it 

often, though. I just listened. 
 

When the conversation began to wind down to the point where they were chatting about their kids 

and giving me sidelong glances to see what was next, I turned around and faced the paper-strewn 

wall. 
 

What I saw there was so astounding that I literally rocked in my heels. 
 

The Wall of Revelation 

Among the chaos of dozens of thoughts on programs and projects in various handwriting, common 

threads stood out like veins of gold in a mineshaft. 
 

I asked them what the first thing they saw was and they responded, "There's too much." It was 

indeed an overwhelming sight, but then I asked what they thought matched to some degree. What 

were the common threads? As they called out I shuffled the papers around, sticking them together 

in groups of outreach projects, guest speakers, social times, and intentional studies. 

There were some one-offs that didn't fit into any of these categories, so I placed them over to the 

side. 
 

When we stood back and looked at the wall, there was a moment of awed silence. The Holy Spirit 

had led them as a team to literally unfold the entire ministry season and beyond with one mind. 

The four women's "wings" were joined. They were moving forward in unison. 
 

Amid their excitement, I asked the first tough question: "How are you going to accomplish all 

this?" 
 

Ministry visioning is a wonderful process, but the application must be simple and practical. 

Otherwise a team is setting themselves up for failure. It was this very issue, big plans with a small 

volunteer base, that had caused their initial problems—which subsequently spiraled into bigger 

problems. 
 

And then I asked some more tough questions. "Where is there room in all of this for God to show 

up? What if he lays on your heart something right in the middle of the ministry year? Are you 

going to deny him because you're stretched too thin?" 
 

The women returned to their discussion, taking turns verbalizing what they thought were must-

haves. They didn't agree on certain points, but they gave one another the space to be heard. This 

allowance and respect for each to have their say was borne from the relationship they had 

developed by traveling their lives together. 
 

At last they pared down the plans to manageable chunks, acknowledging that a more simplified 

ministry year would enable them to "leave elbow room for God" and continue to focus on their 

growth as a team. 
 

 

Nudge, Nudge 

So the women had healed and closed the door to the past. They had deepened their walk with God 

and bonded and grown in love. Plus, a successful and unified visioning process was now underway. 
 



This was all fine and wonderful within the confines of their team, but the proof was in the 

implementation. The time had come to nudge these chicks out of the nest and see if they could fly.  
 

There is no job security in the Kingdom. Jesus promised we'd have both trouble and blessings. He 

said that we could ask and receive. He told us not to be fearful or anxious. In fact, Jesus had a great 

many things to say to his followers—but not once did he guarantee tenure to those who were doing 

Kingdom work.  
 

If we truly want our efforts to have a spiritual impact, the where, when, and how of that work must 

be left entirely up to God. Yet all too often, extended service in volunteer leadership can result in 

spiritual value being derived from works rather than Christ. 
 

This is not to suggest that there aren't innumerable ministry leaders out there who approach their 

task with reverence. In some cases a volunteer leader could even serve for decades and be a shining 

light for the Lord. Nevertheless, a time will come when the torch must be passed. Has this person 

raised up new leaders? Has she prepared the team to continue on without her? Or has a hint of 

pride crept in between the accolades? Perhaps there's even a secret fear that she will be forgotten. 
 

It is vital to the health of any church ministry to understand that the Lord may call his leaders on 

to something completely different at any moment. When this moment arrives, there must be a 

willingness to release the reins to those who have come up after us and step aside. Should we resist 

and dig in our heels, we enter into the dark territory of worshipping the ministry rather than the 

Master. We have taken ownership of God's work. 
 

It was this very territory that I had ventured into unawares. 
 

The Danger Zone 

After months of working shoulder-to-shoulder with the women's ministry leadership team as they 

healed, visioned, and strategized, the time had finally come to help them implement their plan of 

action.  
 

By collectively resolving to take turns being the point person on a specific initiative while the 

others offered support, they were each given the opportunity to spread their wings as leaders. 

Their first attempt out of the gate was a day of prayer and fasting for the children in our church 

and local community just before the school year started up. This was something completely new 

and the key leader was understandably nervous. 
 

The team kept in continuous contact with her, offering valuable insights and support, while I 

guided her through the various "checkpoints" of planning and executing this type of project. 
 

The day arrived and we had a fairly good turnout. But the tendrils of a critical spirit had begun to 

creep into my thoughts. A couple of minor things weren't as organized as I would have liked. I 

wanted it to be run a certain way. I wanted it to reflect well on the women's ministry.  
 

In point of fact, the day was a great success and God used this wonderful sister mightily to impact 

the folks who came out to participate. 
 

Still, afterward I felt oddly disgruntled and sought clarification from the Lord. The revelation he 

gave me was painful to receive but undeniably accurate.  
 

Dimmers and Spotlights 



God's children are designed to serve. If we are not working for him, our faith can languish and 

grow dim. This is why it's so important to provide volunteer opportunities in the church. 
 

Yes, in some cases, these opportunities can include mopping up floors after a luncheon or 

preparing the pews before service. However, if you're in a position of leadership and you keep 

your thumb on these people while taking all the "spotlight" roles for yourself, I assure you it is not 

God you are working for. 
 

Although we are Christian leaders, we are also human. Just because we get a checkmark beside 

serving "God" rather than "mammon" on our spiritual report cards doesn't mean we don't slide 

over to the other side when our egos rear up. 
 

This was exactly what had happened to me. I left that day with a dual mind—on the one hand I 

marveled at how God showed up through this budding leader and the prayerful participants, but 

on the other I was struggling against my own graceless, pride-filled thoughts. 
 

I was on a precipice, teetering on the fence between wanting to delve more deeply into fulfilling 

the Lord's vision for this ministry and releasing it utterly into the hands of the team. 
 

Not certain what to do, I brought my confusion and wrestling before God. I loved these women. 

They were my sisters, my little chicks, my dear ones. They had worked so hard at coming to this 

place of spiritual health as a team and I didn't want to see it fall apart. Just a little longer, I 

reasoned. Yes, they're out of the nest, but those wings are still a bit wobbly. They need me. 
 

This was the case I presented before the Lord. His answer was immediate and crystal clear. They 

didn't need me, they needed him. He had never commissioned me to run this ministry, he had 

assigned me to help them heal and bond and learn how to vision. He had assigned them to run the 

ministry. 
 

And then the Lord pricked my conscience with the real issue—was I concerned that others would 

think my efforts to restore this team were less than stellar if they didn't do everything perfectly all 

the time? Was this about my ego? My reputation? 
 

Ouch! My love and loyalty toward the team were morphing into possessiveness and superiority. 

The very things that would throw these wonderful women back into the turmoil they had worked 

so hard to overcome.  
 

After a period of genuine repentance and refocusing my priorities, I faced the truth. I'd 

accomplished the task God had given me to do. If I tried to cling to my role, good intentions or 

not, I would become a hindrance to these women and the ministry.  
 

The time had come to let go. 
 

Catch and Release 

One of the final tests I experienced when releasing this team was the temptation to exit with 

speeches and fanfare. 

 Given how close we'd become, it was easy to imagine that we'd have a big teary-eyed hug fest 

and they'd all say it wouldn't be the same without me.  
 

Recognizing that to do so would place emphasis on my leaving rather than their moving forward, 

I simply met with each of them quietly, slipping in the news that God was calling me to step back 

between discussions of Bible studies and outreach breakfasts. 
 



As the pastoral team member assigned to shepherd this ministry, it wasn't a full extraction. Rather, 

I placed myself at arm's length to provide overarching guidance periodically. 
 

So what happened to this team? Did they suddenly grow the wings of eagles Isaiah wrote about 

and soar? Yes and no. Ministry is trench work. It is the day-to-day facilitation of Kingdom 

activities in church classrooms rather than the grand view of marching across the globe for Christ.  
 

As this was their first "new" year together, there were a few adjustments along the way. But they 

remained consistent and united. They stayed close and open to each other's input. They continued 

to plan and vision and...most important, be receptive to the Lord's leading. 
 

I started out this journey reluctantly and on my knees when God called me into the fray of tackling 

the women's ministry, and I ended the very same way when he called me back out again some 

months later.  
 

Somewhere in the middle, though, I was awarded the privilege of watching these leaders rise from 

the rubble of a battered ministry team to become the sisters and workers God had called them to 

be. 
 

My final piece of advice for those attempting to raise up a volunteer leadership team is simply this: 

hold on loosely, seek the Lord at every turn, and expect to be the one who gets transformed. 
 


