EUROPE-ASIA

PENTECOSTAL SUMMIT 2025

Perspectives on Pentecostal Leadership:

Contextuality, Complexity, and Constructiveness

Truls Akerlund

Norwegian School of Leadership & Theology

13-18 May 2025



Truls Akerlund: Perspectives on Pentecostal Leadership i

ABSTRACT

Leadership is a complex phenomenon that hardly can be defined as a single concept,
still it is often understood as social processes that influence people towards common goals, an
approach that I will follow in this study. Based on general leadership theory and research on
Pentecostal leadership, I will emphasize the interaction between leaders, followers, and the
spiritual dimension, leading to a constructivist perspective on the leader-follower
relationships. The article will first address leadership in various settings, emphasizing the
need to contextualize leadership in different cultures but also keep an analytical distance to
avoid dominating discourses that break with Christian perspectives. Secondly, I will discuss
the complexity in Pentecostal leadership, especially the collaboration between divine and
human interventions, the dialectic connection between agency and structure, and the
ambivalence and tension between leaders and followers in ecclesial settings. Finally, I will
highlight humility and the constructive relations between leaders and followers. While
leaders hold a formal position, leadership is also a social phenomenon effective only if it
makes sense to church members, implying that the leader's task is not to create everything
from scratch but to build relationships and draw from the resources and spirituality present

within the congregation.

Keywords: Pentecostal leadership, context, discourse, relational leadership, humility
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INTRODUCTION
According to Wacker, the Pentecostal history shows that “strong, determined, clear-

»! Enterprising and innovative leaders

eyed leaders orchestrated the revival from first to last.
have been important to Pentecostalism's growth and expansion since its inception,” and many
Pentecostal leaders have gained cultural influence also in public and political spheres.? In
general, Pentecostalism can be grounded in a pneumatological centre where the emphasis is
on the use of spiritual gifts,* still Pentecostal leadership can be seen as perplexing and
paradoxical in the tension between primitivism and pragmatism, leadership theory and
pneumatology, power to the anointed few and empowerment of marginalized groups.’
Leadership is in general a complex phenomenon that can be challenging to define as a single
concept,® often understood as social processes that influence others towards common goals,
an approach that I will follow in this study.” Leaders and leadership in religious organizations

have been a central theme in social scientific studies of religion since the beginning of the

twentieth century, and findings show that complexity and ambivalence characterize

! Grant Wacker, Heaven below: Early Pentecostals and American Culture (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2001), 141.

2 Allan Anderson, To the Ends of the Earth: Pentecostalism and the Transformation of World Christianity,
Oxford studies in world Christianity (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 224; Reed E. Nelson,
“Authority, Organization, and Societal Context in Multinational Churches,” Administrative Science Quarterly
38, no. 4 (1993): 672.

3 E.g., Hans Geir Aasmundsen, “Pentecostals and Politics in Argentina: A Question of Compatibility?,”
Iberoamericana. Nordic Journal of Latin American and Caribbean Studies XLII, no. 1-2 (2012): 85-107; J. F.
McCauley, “Africa’s New Big Man Rule? Pentecostalism and Patronage in Ghana,” Afirican Affairs 112, no. 446
(2013): 1-21; Martin Lindhardt, “Introduction: Presence and Impact of Pentecostal/Charismatic Christianity in
Africa,” in Pentecostalism in Africa: Presence and Impact of Pneumatic Christianity in Postcolonial Societies,
ed. Martin Lindhardt (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 2015), 1-53.

4 Allan Anderson, Spreading Fires: The Missionary Nature of Early Pentecostalism (London, England: SCM
Press, 2007), 4.

5 Truls Akerlund, 4 Phenomenology of Pentecostal Leadership (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2018), 4.

¢ See for instance Mats Alvesson and Martin Blom, “The Hegemonic Ambiguity of Big Concepts in
Organization Studies,” Human Relations 75, no. 1 (2022): 58-86; Keith Grint, Owain Smolovic Jones, and
Clare Holt, “What Is Leadership: Person, Result, Position, Purpose or Process, or All or None of These?,” in
The Routledge Companion to Leadership, ed. John Storey et al. (New York: Routledge, 2016), 3—20.

7E.g., Peter G. Northouse, Leadership. Theory and Practice, 8. ed (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2019); Gary A.
Yukl, Leadership in Organizations, Global Edition (Boston, MA: Pearson Education, 2013); Richard Bolden et
al., Exploring Leadership: Individual, Organizational & Societal Perspectives (Oxford, UK: Oxford University
Press, 2011).
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leadership in religious groups across congregations and contexts.® Different religious
organizations exhibit significant variations in how leadership is connected to roles and
structures,’ and this is an argument for specifically addressing leadership in Pentecostal
settings — supported by the explosive growth of the movement, the role leadership has had in
its development, and the lack of research in this area.'”

In this article I will both use leadership theory and draw on my previous studies on
Pentecostal leadership. Based on former research, I will emphasize the interaction between
leaders, followers, and the spiritual dimension, leading to a beneficial perspective on the
leader-follower relationship. While leaders hold a formal position, leadership is also a social
phenomenon effective only if it makes sense to the followers, implying that the leader's task
is not to create everything from scratch but to draw from the resources and spirituality present
within the congregation.!! Due to the nuances in Pentecostal leadership, I will therefore
emphasize contextuality, complexity and constructiveness throughout the paper, starting by

highlighting how cultures and circumstances frames the understanding of leadership.

CONTEXTUALITY

1”!2 with the world as its parish,'® and it has

Pentecostalism is a “religion made to trave
been the fastest growing religious movement in the late twentieth and early twenty-first

centuries, estimating more than a billion Pentecostal believers around 2050.!'* Pentecostalism

8 Mark Chaves, Joseph Roso, and Anna Holleman, “The National Survey of Religious Leaders: Background,
Methods, and Lessons Learned in the Research Process,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 61, no. 3—4
(2022): 737-749.

% Dean R. Hoge, “The Sociology of the Clergy,” in The Oxford Handbook of the Sociology of Religion, ed. Peter
B. Clarke (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2009), 581-596.

10 See a brief overview in Akerlund, 4 Phenomenology of Pentecostal Leadership, 1-1.

" Truls Akerlund, “Taking Ownership of Our Spirituality: Pentecostal Leaders as Liturgical Directors,” Journal
of Pentecostal Theology 31 (2022): 114-132.

12 Harvey Cox, Fire from Heaven: The Rise of Pentecostal Spirituality and the Reshaping of Religion in the 21st
Century (Cambridge, MA: Da Capo Press, 1995), 102.

13 David Martin, Pentecostalism: The World Their Parish (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2002).

14 Gina A. Zurlo, Todd M. Johnson, and Peter F. Crossing, “World Christianity and Mission 2020: Ongoing
Shift to the Global South,” International Bulletin of Mission Research 44, no. 1 (2020): 8—19.
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has demonstrated a remarkable capacity to adapt to diverse cultural contexts, leading both to
achieve global influence and a capacity to localized expressions of its universal message. The
Pentecostal movement is thus not a uniform phenomenon, and it has many different
variations—also in leadership. As summarized by Anderson, “Pentecostalism has an ability
to transpose itself into local cultures and religions effortlessly, because of its primary
emphases on the experience of the Spirit and the spiritual calling of leaders who do not have
to be formally educated in theology.”!> This flexibility includes both benefits and burdens, as
contexts and cultures implicitly influence religious organizations.

From a leadership perspective, it is natural that leaders adapt to different settings, for
instance based on implicit leadership theories (ILT). This relates to follower attributions
formed by cultural locations and cognitive schemas, shaping individuals’ understandings,
interpretations, and evaluations of leadership behaviours.'® Leadership is from this
perspective in the eye of the beholder and defined as “the process of being perceived by
others as a leader”,!” making it a result of the socio-cognitive procedures individuals use to
label others. Cultural values do not predict leadership behaviours directly, but the culture is
an antecedent which influences leadership expectations and predicts culturally endorsed
leadership theories and behaviours.'® Consequently, individuals perceived as leaders will

have greater influence and will be more transformational compared to those who do not meet

the implicit expectations of organizational members.'? In sum, leaders who are recognized by

15 Allan Heaton Anderson, Spirit-Filled World: Religious Dis/Continuity in African Pentecostalism, Christianity
and Renewal - Interdisciplinary Studies (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 256.

16 Robert G. Lord et al., “Implicit Leadership Theories, Implicit Followership Theories, and Dynamic
Processing of Leadership Information,” Annual Review of Organizational Psychology and Organizational
Behavior 7, no. 1 (2020): 49-74.

17 Robert G. Lord and Karen J. Maher, Leadership and Information Processing: Linking Perceptions and
Performance. (London: Routledge, 1993), 9.

18 Peter Dorfman et al., “GLOBE: A Twenty Year Journey into the Intriguing World of Culture and
Leadership,” Journal of World Business 47, no. 4 (2012): 504-518.

19 E.g., Bernard M. Bass and Bruce J. Avolio, “Potential Biases in Leadership Measures: How Prototypes,
Leniency, and General Satisfaction Relate to Ratings and Rankings of Transformational and Transactional
Leadership Constructs,” Educational and Psychological Measurement 49, no. 3 (1989): 509-527; Robert G.
Lord, Christy L. De Vader, and George M. Alliger, “A Meta-Analysis of the Relation Between Personality
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their followers tend to be more effective. The stronger the alignment, the greater the
acceptance of the leader.?”

This implies that there are differences in leadership styles in various contexts, showed
for instance in the extensive GLOBE study.?! As an example, the study shows that there are
differences in leadership styles in Confucian Asia and Nordic Europe, as the first is being
self-protective, team oriented, and humane oriented, while the Nordic paradigm is visionary,
participative, diplomatic, and less humane oriented and self-protective.?? Compared with
Norway, Singapore places greater emphasis on power distance and collectivism, implying
that a Norwegian leadership style characterized by free rein, involvement, and consideration
would likely be ineffective in Singapore.?®> Another study shows that Americans describe
leaders standing in front of groups, while Asians depict leaders standing behind groups,
prioritizing interpersonal and group responsibilities over individual assertion.>* Culture hence
“colors the pictures we see when we imagine following the leader”, both spatially and
socially.?

The point here is not to elevate one cultural style over another, but to emphasize that
the process of being and becoming a Pentecostal leader is stimulated by cultural and
contextual expectations. Leadership is socially constructed and embedded in a context, and

various leadership dimensions thus varies by different settings.?® As such, Pentecostalism has

Traits and Leadership Perceptions: An Application of Validity Generalization Procedures,” Journal of Applied
Psychology 71, no. 3 (1986): 402—410.

20 Edwin P. Hollander, “Further Ethical Challenges in the Leader-Follower Relationship,” in Ethics, the Heart of
Leadership, ed. Joanne B. Ciulla, Third Ed. (Santa Barbara, CA: Praeger, 2014), 57-61.

21 Robert J. House et al., eds., Culture, Leadership, and Organizations: The GLOBE Study of 62 Societies
(Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc, 2004).

22 The GLOBE-study summarized in Northouse, Leadership, 448-449.

2 Berit Sund, Typisk norsk d veere (selv)god: En liten bok om den norske lederstilen (Oslo: Cappelen Damm
akademisk, 2019), 82.

24 Tanya Menon et al., “Blazing the Trail versus Trailing the Group: Culture and Perceptions of the Leader’s
Position,” Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 113, no. 1 (2010): 51-61.

% Ibid., 60.

26 Richard N Osborn, James G Hunt, and Lawrence R Jauch, “Toward a Contextual Theory of Leadership,” The
Leadership Quarterly 13, no. 6 (2002): 797-837.
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flexibility and efficiency to meet different contexts, but its complexity can also be stained

27 and leadership can be seen as both diverse and contextual.?®

with “signs and blunders
Since leadership is a complex and multi-dimensional phenomenon that cannot be reduced to
simple formulas,? contexts will unavoidably shape the understanding of leadership as
“culture is the fabric of meaning in terms of which human beings interpret their experience
and guide their action.”*° This means that we need to contextualize leadership to meet the
culture we lead in, but also should keep a analytical distance since “what we ‘think’ about
leading is merely the tip of the iceberg while the bulk lies beneath the surface in implicit
knowledge.”! One perspective on contextual adaptation of leadership seldom takes into
account the implications of how power shapes the setting out of which leadership appears:
“Context therefore not only encompasses the situation within which leadership takes place
but also the framework of assumptions, beliefs, and practices through which we come to
know what leadership is.”** Consequently, the models or paradigms that dominate a setting
often become dominating for how persons are accepted by others as leaders, and cultural
assumptions also shape how they recognize themselves and their understanding of what

leadership entails.>* Dominating discourses in particular settings may influence forms of

leadership paradigms as an “operating theatre in terms of their relationship with the

27 Allan Anderson, “Signs and Blunders: Pentecostal Mission Issues at ‘Home and Abroad’ in the Twentieth
Century,” Journal of Asian Mission 2, no. 2 (2000): 193-210.

28 Akerlund, 4 Phenomenology of Pentecostal Leadership, 32-36.

2 E.g., Mats Alvesson and André Spicer, “Metaphors for Leadership,” in Metaphors We Lead by:
Understanding Leadership in the Real World, ed. Mats Alvesson and André Spicer (London: Routledge, 2011),
31-50.

30 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 145.

31 Alan Johnson, Leadership in a Slum: A Bangkok Case Study (Oxford: Regnum Books International, 2009),
199.

32 Bolden et al., Exploring Leadership, 99.

33 Truls Akerlund and Ase-Miriam Smidsred, “When Dominant Models Become Dominating: A Narrative
Identity Approach to Female Leadership in Pentecostal Organizations,” Journal of Pentecostal and Charismatic
Christianity (2024): 3—4. This article also contributes to research on Pentecostal female leadership by
approaching the topic from an organizational perspective and emphasizing the Pentecostal pneumatological
narrative of spiritual empowerment.
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34 _implying that we should distil

discourses of Christianity in its various shapes and forms
the discourses for analysis and embrace a healthy critical reflection on various aspects of
(Pentecostal) leadership. The lens we perceive ourselves and the world through is frequently
polished by discursive hands as a “vehicle for thought, communication and action”,
indicating that discursive regimes (specific ways of understanding and ordering human
activity) often set the standard for leadership ideals to match current values and concerns.*¢
This perspective means that the way we practice and talk about leadership often is influenced
by the paradigmatic and cultural language we are linked to,?” and mental models hence
constrict, inhibit, and facilitate our understanding of leadership.*® This also means that there
frequently is a normative pressure to adopt and demonstrate leadership in specific yet
hegemonic ways, driven by various discourses also within organizational settings.>’

Subjects and objects often become constituted by dominating paradigms, and sources
of Pentecostal authority could thus be connected to denominations’ discourses and rhetorical
devices, which could lead to both appropriation and manipulation.*® On one side, possible

strength is that Pentecostalism generally does not require formal training, hence “turning the

losers of society into winners™*! by opening the space for people to take on leadership roles

3% Martin D. Stringer, 4 Sociological History of Christian Worship (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2005), 15.

35 Trevor Purvis and Alan Hunt, “Discourse, Ideology, Discourse, Ideology, Discourse, Ideology...,” The British
Journal of Sociology 44, no. 3 (1993): 485.

36 Suze Wilson, Thinking Differently about Leadership: A Critical History of Leadership Studies (Northampton,
MA: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2016), 8—11.

37 Doris Schedlitzki and Gareth Edwards, Studying Leadership: Traditional & Critical Approaches (London:
Sage, 2014), 95-97, 233-240; Doris Jepson, “The Importance of National Language as a Level of Discourse
within Individuals’ Theorising of Leadership — A Qualitative Study of German and English Employees,”
Leadership 6, no. 4 (2010): 425-445.

38 Sonia Ospina and Georgia J. Sorenson, “A Constructionist Lens on Leadership: Charting New Territory,” in 4
Quest for a General Theory of Leadership, ed. George R. Goethals and Georgia J. Sorenson (Cheltenham, UK:
Edward Elgar Publishing Limited, 2006), 200.

39 Mats Alvesson and Stefan Sveningsson, “Good Visions, Bad Micro-Management and Ugly Ambiguity:
Contradictions of (Non-)Leadership in a Knowledge-Intensive Organization,” Organization Studies 24, no. 6
(2003): 961-988; Martin Blom and Mats Alvesson, “All-Inclusive and All Good: The Hegemonic Ambiguity of
Leadership,” Scandinavian Journal of Management 31, no. 4 (2015): 480—492.

40 Martin Lindhardt, Power in Powerlessness: A Study of Pentecostal Life Worlds in Urban Chile, Religion in
the Americas Series (Leiden: BRILL, 2012), 21-25, 146—-150.

41 Ibid., 6.
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based on spiritual experiences. On the other side, this concept of sacred intervention and
interference in human activities permeate their lifeworlds, influence their daily experiences
and interpretations of events, and empower them to develop a distinct sense of agency—one
which is shaped by cultural contexts and leads to “learning a particular religious language and
using it in the interpretation and narration of events and individual biographies.”*? This
complexity implicates that Pentecostals are both determined and determining through
interaction between subjective experiences and dominating paradigms, and the impact of

culture and contextuality hence underscore the need for reflexivity and self-analysis.

COMPLEXITY

The last segment showed some of the nuances in contextual leadership, and in this
section, I will draw on Pentecostal leadership research to show some of the complexity of this
model. The summary of a phenomenological study on Pentecostal leadership in Norway
showed that leaders were motivated by a sense of divine purpose to serve God’s plan for the
congregation and the world.** This implied that leadership was seen as derived from God,
still it was crucial for leaders to discern what God was doing without reducing leadership to
merely listening and obeying. The belief that God was active in every aspect of life released
these leaders to combine spirituality and rationality in leading the churches. This concept was
confirmed in another empirical study drawing on data from Singapore, USA, and Norway,
showing an interaction between divine and human agency:

The participants were neither monarchs nor mouthpieces: They sensed that they led
on behalf of God and were thus not entirely free to pursue their own agenda, yet they

42 Ibid., 9.

4 Akerlund, A Phenomenology of Pentecostal Leadership. The eight constituents in the phenomenological study
were described as (1) motivated by a sense of higher, divine purpose; (2) derived leadership; (3) human and
divine agency in a seamless interaction between rationality and spirituality; (4) pragmatic and eclectic stance
toward the Pentecostal tradition; (5) persuasive communication; (6) dialectic relationship between structure and
agency; (7) adaptive to context; and (8) involving the leader’s entire life.
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could not resign to apathy since the outworking of the divine initiative involved

human agency.**
This leadership process involved both “praying and planning” with no divide between the
spiritual and the material domain, placing them between an invisible spiritual realm and the
tangible realities of organizational tasks: “God’s leading was subtle and open-ended, taking
the shape of a mandate to act innovatively and exploit opportunities, thus leaving more room
for organizational leaders to work out the implications of the divine initiative.”* Spirituality
was still the core of their leadership, and the leaders related to the Pentecostal tradition in
diverse and unsystematic ways, making the consideration of God’s guidance to a pragmatic
and eclectic stance toward the Pentecostal tradition.*®

In one sense, then, the plasticity of Pentecostalism opened doors for leaders to be
innovative and pioneering. As one saw the tradition more as a resource than a source, a lot of
opportunities opened for Pentecostal leaders and congregations. A value in this perspective
was participation, in which the church was “a fluid, co-participating organism . . . [where]
Pentecostals have a certain knack of improvisation.”*” God was working diversely in various
settings and Pentecostalism should not be brought to a well-ordered sense of closure,
meaning that spirituality and theology was “not spoon-fed to people or crammed down their
throats but is constantly being rearticulated at the local level in ways that ring true to people’s
life experiences and the experiences of their communities.”*® From another perspective, there
is a risk that Pentecostal leaders end up being seamless and borderless, leaning towards a

pragmatic tendency that can make their leadership to a two-edged sword:

4 Franklin Markow and Truls Akerlund, “Pentecostal Leadership: Exploring a Global Phenomenon,” Journal of
Management, Spirituality & Religion 20, no. 5 (2023): 533.

4 Ibid., 533.

46 Akerlund, A Phenomenology of Pentecostal Leadership, 80-85, 103-110.

47 Daniel E. Albrecht and Evan B. Howard, “Pentecostal Spirituality,” in The Cambridge Companion to
Pentecostalism, ed. Cecil M. Robeck Jr. and Amos Yong (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 243.
“ Douglas G. Jacobsen, Thinking in the Spirit: Theologies of the Early Pentecostal Movement (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 2003), 363.
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On one side, it fosters innovation by freeing leaders to actively choose the forms and
methods that are best suited to serve the overall purpose of church in the time and
place they exists. On the other side, the freedom from binding traditions may end up
as a slippery slope of uncritical utilitarian emphasis on visible success.*’
Based on the latter sentence, leaders can be highly subjective and function as gatekeepers
who delimits the spirituality in the congregation based on their own will and understanding.
Pentecostal leadership can be autocratic rather than democratic, implying that pastors are
heavy-handed and grant few others influence in the organization.’° In contrast, the
Pentecostal tradition is a communal affair, and leaders should therefore be attuned to the
community when defining and expressing the congregation's direction and spirituality.®!' This
highlights the relational and reciprocal nature of Pentecostal leadership, which will be
discussed in the section of constructiveness. Still, it is a complex process where the
“experience of leadership happens in a dialectic relationship between agency and structure, in
which [the leader’s] ability to influence the organization hinges on [one’s] ability to adapt to
the organization”,>? indicating an important interplay between the individual and the
collective in Pentecostal organizations. In most settings, a leader’s break with the
congregants’ support and submission will weaken his or her leadership as one gains influence
by meeting the organization's expectations. Generally, there are no self-made leaders since

leadership depends on their ability to define and convey reality and purpose in a way that

resonates with the organization. Structure and agency are mostly interconnected, and a leader

4 Akerlund, A Phenomenology of Pentecostal Leadership, 83.

30 Markow and Akerlund, “Pentecostal Leadership,” 535. Cf. Shane Clifton, Pentecostal Churches in
Transition: Analysing the Developing Ecclesiology of the Assemblies of God in Australia (Leiden: Brill, 2009),
176-188, 208-212.

31 Simon Chan, Pentecostal Theology and the Christian Spiritual Tradition (London, UK: Sheffield Academic
Press, 2000), 17-18.

52 Akerlund, A4 Phenomenology of Pentecostal Leadership, 72. See also the discussion on structure and agency
on pp. 85-89, 115-121.
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must therefore adhere to the often-implicit expectations set by the organization as highlighted
in implicit leadership theories and social identity theories of leadership.*
The mentioned cross-cultural study in Singapore, USA, and Norway showed an

ambivalence and tension between leaders and others in Pentecostal churches (Figure 1).

Spiritual
Reality

4

Derived Leadership

Divine & Human

Ambivalence & Tension

Figure 1: Pentecostal Leadership>*

While many of the leaders acknowledged the significant role of followers as co-constructors
of leadership, some of them were more monocratic and represented a perplex tension in
Pentecostal leadership: “Spirituality was core for the leaders—but also for their followers;
hence there was a constant potential for conflict in issues like differing views on God’s will,
the shape of church gatherings, or more pragmatic organizational decisions.””> Leadership
roles in Pentecostal settings can thus been seen as enigmatic and powerful with a latent

tension between an open egalitarianism (as all members have access to the Holy Spirit), and

33 E.g., Nina Mareen Junker and Rolf van Dick, “Implicit Theories in Organizational Settings: A Systematic
Review and Research Agenda of Implicit Leadership and Followership Theories,” The Leadership Quarterly 25,
no. 6 (2014): 1154-1173; S. Alexander Haslam, Stephen D. Reicher, and Michael J. Platow, The New
Psychology of Leadership: Identity, Influence, and Power (Hove, UK: Psychology Press, 2011).

54 Markow and Akerlund, “Pentecostal Leadership,” 537.

35 Ibid., 535.
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the ideas of authoritarian impulses based on hierarchy and submission (since the Spirit has
empowered some to lead).>® God pours out the Spirit “on all people” (Joel 2:28; Acts 2:17)
and give gifts to all believers for the advantage of the church, and leadership in congregations
may thus “arise at any moment as any sister or brother becomes the vehicle for the
authoritative word or touch of God in the midst of the gathering.”>’ This democratic
perspective do not undermine leadership: leaders have an influential role in shaping the lives
of people in churches, but this should include ethical reflection more than merely enforced
submission. To merely “trust and obey” Christian leaders can undermine the means for
learning virtue and shaping character, and they should thus function as ethical guides and
create space for congregants to reflect and take responsibility for their moral lives.’® Since
“critical self-reflection is essential when a movement matures”,* all participants in the
relations with leaders share the responsibility for preventing destructive charismatic cultures
and fostering ethical agency within the organization.®

Without room for this to happen, leadership might be destructive. If one merely thinks
that Pentecostal leadership is elected by God, divine attribution can lead to severe abuse of
power since “the religious leader becomes representative of a divine being whose will is that
of God and whose actions are above reproach.”®" An empirical study from Pentecostal
fellowships in Norway showed that loyalty to God implied loyalty to the leaders, and
exposing vulnerability or expressing personal views were seen as threats to the primary

mission of the church. The Gospel always took precedence over sharing personal

56 Akerlund, 4 Phenomenology of Pentecostal Leadership, 37-44.

57 Albrecht and Howard, “Pentecostal Spirituality,” 243.

8 Wyndy Corbin Reuschling, “‘Trust and Obey’: The Danger of Obedience as Duty in Evangelical Ethics,”
Journal of the Society of Christian Ethics 25, no. 2 (2005): 59-77.

% Chan, Pentecostal Theology, 20.

6 Truls Akerlund and Karl Inge Tangen, “Charismatic Cultures: Another Shadow Side Confessed,” Pneuma 40,
no. 1-2 (2018): 109—-129.

¢! Janet L. Jacobs, “Charisma, Male Entitlement, and the Abuse of Power,” in Bad Pastors: Clergy Misconduct
in Modern America, ed. Anson D. Shupe, William A. Stacey, and Susan E. Darnell (New York: New York
University Press, 2000), 114.
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experiences, thoughts, and feelings, and the informants felt powerless and borderless when
leaders claimed to have received messages from God. They thus felt God’s will as destructive
and forced upon them through the communication of leaders.®> ““Touch not God's anointed’
and ‘Thus saith the Lord’ all too often become the desperate pleas of leaders”,*® and it
frequently turn out to be a problem when they are seen in direct contact with the divine will
more than other church members. This might involve a heroic and romanticized view of
leadership, where leaders get the ability to dominate the destinies of the organization through
their charges, and cause members to systematically overestimate the importance of leadership
on groups and organizations.®* The romancing of leaders may similarly involve a stronger

t® and make followers mainly ineffectual.®® If

commitment to obey a leader's unethical reques
such relations are dominated by involuntariness, the idea of followership also tends to lose its
meaning.®’

To fully grasp the transformational aspects of leadership, then, leader-centred
approaches must be complemented with follower-centred approaches.®® From a more positive
view, leadership can be seen as co-constructed between leaders and followers through

interaction and sensemaking. Each member of the congregation has personal and equal access

to the spiritual reality, still it transcends the individual, connecting the entire community with

62 Hans Eskil Vigdel, Marianne Rodriguez Nygaard, and Tormod Kleiven, “Cultures Shaped by Elements of
Ideological Totalism — Experiences of Misuse of Power in Some Pentecostal Christian Fellowships,” Diaconia
13, no. 1 (2022): 70-94; Hans Eskil Vigdel, Marianne Rodriguez Nygaard, and Tormod Kleiven, “Longing for
Humanity: The Process of Leaving a Context of Perceived Spiritual Abuse,” Pastoral Psychology (2024),
accessed May 30, 2024, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11089-024-01137-8.

6 Roger Heuser and Byron D. Klaus, “Charismatic Leadership Theory: A Shadow Side Confessed,” Pneuma
20, no. 2 (1998): 170.

% James R. Meindl, Sanford B. Ehrlich, and Janet M. Dukerich, “The Romance of Leadership,” Administrative
Science Quarterly 30, no. 1 (1985): 78-102; James R. Meindl, “The Romance of Leadership as a Follower-
Centric Theory: A Social Constructionist Approach,” The Leadership Quarterly 6, no. 3 (1995): 330.

5 Mary Uhl-Bien et al., “Followership Theory: A Review and Research Agenda,” The Leadership Quarterly 25,
no. 1, Leadership Quarterly 25th Anniversary Issue (2014): 93.

% Melissa K. Carsten et al., “Exploring Social Constructions of Followership: A Qualitative Study,” The
Leadership Quarterly 21, no. 3 (2010): 546.

7 Martin Blom and Mikael Lundgren, “The (In)Voluntary Follower,” Leadership 16, no. 2 (2020): 163-179.
% James R. Meindl, “On Leadership: An Alternative to the Conventional Wisdom,” in Research in
Organizational Behavior: An Annual Series of Analytical Essays and Critical Reviews, ed. Barry M. Staw and
L. L. Cummings, vol. 12 (Greenwich, CT: JAI Press, 1990), 198.
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the divine and making it a collective experience as well. Related to Figure 1 above,
leadership can thus be seen as a collective phenomenon involving interaction between the
leader, others, and the spiritual reality. Consequently, Pentecostal leadership should be
granted more than grabbed through attribution and co-construction, relying on the leader's
ability to discern God's will and make it meaningful and attainable for the congregation.®
This involves the management of meaning,’® and leadership can be seen a social process
where the leader's ability to lead is proportional to how well their definition and interpretation
of reality resonate with others.”! In sum, Pentecostal leadership should be co-constructed
through an iterative process of sensemaking between leaders and followers within their
shared ecclesial context,’” “in which both leaders and followers attempt to understand their
situation, and a leader is successful only to the extent that his or her interpretation of reality
makes sense to followers.””® Subsequently, I will in the following emphasize the constructive

relationship between leaders and followers in Pentecostal and ecclesial settings.

CONSTRUCTIVENESS
The complexity I discussed in the last section does not undermine the need for
leadership; leaders are important in ecclesial organizations, also in Pentecostal settings due to
its expansion and entrepreneurism: “Given the explosive energies unleashed by the
Pentecostal spirit, only resourceful and decisive leadership can prevent fragmentation and a
loss of a sense of direction.””* Through the history of the church, however, leaders have

played both heartful and hurtful roles and the intricacy of leadership should therefore be

9 Akerlund, “Taking Ownership of Our Spirituality,” 127-129.

7 Linda Smircich and Gareth Morgan, “Leadership: The Management of Meaning,” Journal of applied
behavioral science 18, no. 3 (1982): 257-273.

" Akerlund, 4 Phenomenology of Pentecostal Leadership, 120-122.

72 Markow and Akerlund, “Pentecostal Leadership,” 540.

73 Akerlund, “Taking Ownership of Our Spirituality,” 126.

4 David Martin, The Future of Christianity: Reflections on Violence and Democracy, Religion and
Secularization, eBook. (London: Routledge, 2016), 71.
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constructive in the relationship between leaders and followers.” This emphasis on

76 as it sees followers as agents who

followership thus involves a “reversal of the lenses
highlight the role they play in creating and sustaining effective followership and leadership
outcomes. Until recently, little attention was given to followership in leadership research, and
this underemphasized how leadership is a process co-created in relational and social
interaction between leaders and followers.”’” “Central to leader-follower relations is the
mutual need of followers to perceive and respond to the leader, and for the leader to them”,”

and this relationship involves both leaders’ and followers’ characteristics and behaviours

contributing to the co-production of leadership (see Figure 2).

Leader
Characteristics
and
Behaviors

Leadership

Relationship ComsequErces

Followers’
Characteristics
and
Behaviors

Figure 2. A leadership co-production model.”®

75 E.g., Ospina and Sorenson, “A Constructionist Lens”; Mary Uhl-Bien, “Relational Leadership Theory:
Exploring the Social Processes of Leadership and Organizing,” The Leadership Quarterly 17, no. 6, The
Leadership Quarterly Yearly Review of Leadership (2006): 654—676.

76 Boas Shamir, “From Passive Recipients to Active Co-Producers: Follower’s Roles in the Leadership
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1062.

78 Hollander, “Further Ethical Challenges in the Leader-Follower Relationship,” 67.
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This model is of course a general outline of relationships more than a theory, but it
underscores the need for emphasizing both leaders and followers in the development and
impact of leadership roles—even more in Christian settings where both leaders and followers
are joined to the spiritual dimension and connected to God. As indicated by Chan, popular
notions of leadership centring around the leader with a vision for the Pentecostal
congregation, may often reduce the rest of the community to passive followers and subvert
the biblical concept of the church. Instead, the leader should make explicit what is implicit
among its members and “theologize firom and for the community of faith.”%* Pentecostal
theology emphasizes the importance of a gifted congregation rather than focusing solely on

an anointed individual,®'

still the interplay between ideals of equality inspired by the Spirit
and cultural conventions shaped by the wider context might complicate the picture. The
egalitarian ideal of Pentecostalism might contrast with the privilege of leadership and realities
in many Pentecostal organization,® and relations are thus especially important from a
Pentecostal view due to the empowering of the Spirit on all people. The significant metaphors
of the Christian community in the New Testament includes all Christians,} and a
comprehensive understanding of the leadership process should thus include simultaneous
attention to the domains of leaders, followers, and relationships.®* As Uhl-Bien shows,

leaders and followers should work together to enable adaptability in complex social systems,

indicating that leadership can be both top-down and centralized but also relational, collective,

80 Chan, Pentecostal Theology, 18.

81 Frank D. Macchia, “Theology, Pentecostal,” ed. Stanley M. Burgess and Ed M. Van der Maas, The New
International Dictionary of Pentecostal and Charismatic Movements (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2002),
1137.

82 Wolfgang Vondey, Pentecostalism: A Guide for the Perplexed (London: Bloomsbury T & T Clark, 2013),
chap. 6.
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Perspectives, 2. ed. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2021), 9—11.

8 G. B. Graen and M Uhl-Bien, “Relationship-Based Approach to Leadership: Development of Leader-Member
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Leadership Quarterly 6, no. 2 (1995): 219-247.
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or distributed: “Without effective followership, leadership and adaptive responses fail.”> The
engagement and connection between people in churches can thereby be understood through a
relational lens where leadership is seen as “relational, takes place in networks of
relationships, and demonstrates the nature of God’s love through the way that these
relationships actually work.”%¢

Connected to the co-constructive relationship between leaders and followers,
expressed humility is another vital aspect of effective leadership in contemporary
organizations because it has significant interpersonal implications that indicate that leaders
can achieve self-awareness and learn through others. Humility has a rich background in
theology and philosophy,?” and from an organizational perspective, it is seen as an
interpersonal trait that signifies (a) a willingness to view oneself accurately, (b) an
appreciation of others’ strengths and contributions, and (¢) teachability and openness to new
ideas and feedback.®® This aspect avoids excessive self-focus and enables leaders to gain self-
awareness and build perspectives in their relationships with followers since leaders’ “self-
views are focused on their interdependence with others rather than their independence from
others.”® Members can greatly benefit from leaders who are compassionate and willing to
work behind the scenes, and leader humility can put followers and their needs at the

foreground and contribute to their gratification with interpersonal features of the leader’s

85 Mary Uhl-Bien, “Complexity Leadership and Followership: Changed Leadership in a Changed World,”
Journal of Change Management 21, no. 2 (2021): 156.

8 Darrell L Guder, “Walking Worthily: Missional Leadership after Christendom,” Princeton Seminary Bulletin
28, no. 3 (2007): 282; cf. Jacob J. Breedt and Cornelius J.P. Niemandt, “Relational Leadership and the
Missional Church,” Verbum et Ecclesia 34, no. 1 (2013). This perspective is not shared by any scholar—see
Truls Akerlund, “Missional Leadership: A Critical Review of the Research Literature,” Australasian
Pentecostal Studies 18 (2016).
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performance.”® Humility has positive associations with followers, leaders, teams, and
organizations,’! and it provides significant implications for the development of leader-
follower relationships as it proceeds along a steady, upward trajectory, characterized by

t.°2 Humble leaders are thus rooted in the

loyalty, growing trust, and mutual respec
understanding that there is something greater than themselves, and are expressed through
self-awareness, openness to feedback, appreciation of others, low self-focus, and the pursuit
of self-transcendent goals.”® Leaders who act humble in their social exchange with followers
develop positive relationships where members have emotional trust in their leader,’* which
connects with relational leadership in ecclesial settings.

The relationship between pastors and congregational members can be explained as
friendship, where members highlight trust, loyalty, and the friendship-like relationship with
the leader as an ideal.”” Friendship can still encompass aspects of submission to authority and
obedient service, but submission arises from relationship, where obedience is freely chosen
and rooted in knowledge and love (cf. John 15:12-17).¢ “The pastor is called to embody the
friendship of God in relationships with members of a congregation”,®” and congregational

leadership hence necessitates a reflection on the profound and enduring memories of the

Christian tradition where the goal goes beyond mere submission to the leader and involves a
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154-166.
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% Patrick Liborius and Christian Kiewitz, “When Leader Humility Meets Follower Competitiveness:
Relationships with Follower Affective Trust, Intended and Voluntary Turnover,” Journal of Vocational
Behavior 135 (2022): 103719.
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relational practice. A leader in a large church cannot necessarily have close relationships with
everyone, but can embrace humility and make hierarchies dynamic, in which power is
exercised to encourage the sharing of information and responsibility and enable the entire
community to collectively discern truth and direction.”®

Looking back at the concept of contextuality, “culture is both our palace and
prison.”®® As such, the setting we live in frequently shapes our understanding of biblical
leadership,'* and we might read the Bible anachronistically through the lens of contemporary
and dominating leadership perspectives.'°! Cultural and sociological discourses can shape
churches’ priorities and strategies, in for instance working for growth and marketization, '%?
and in ecclesial locations we hence need to renew our minds and keep a distance to dominant
discourses in our time. A central aspect of Pauline leadership dealt with peoples’ relationship
to Christ, and the apostle broke with the prevailing culture and showed that Christian
management regularly came in conflict with ideologies of leadership in the wider society.'%
According to Lynch, “managerialism must not be permitted to become default teloi of
ecclesial leadership. The telos of incarnational ecclesial leadership is, rather, the deepening
participation by believers in Christ’s life and ministry of love towards the Father which
overflows to humanity.”!* This does not mean that congregational leadership should dismiss
general leadership theories, but the overarching biblical narrative should set direction for the

church. Followers should thus connect to the central goal of the organization and support the

leader, yet challenge him or her if the purpose is threatened, and take a moral position that is

% Anita Koeshall referred to in Lynch, Ecclesial Leadership as Friendship, 193.
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Leadership (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2008), 59.
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unlike from the leader if it is necessary to prevent ethical abuse.!? It is hence important in
Christian settings to involve followers in an active role and open the space for reflection.
Power can be seen as relationships between people with mutual intentions or purposes, 1° and
the most ethically and morally uplifting leadership implies a process of inclusive and
participatory relationship (rather than coercive and manipulative) between leaders and

followers. '’

CONCLUSION

From an overall perspective, the Christian congregation is in different ways both a
sociological and religious entity,'%® and it should therefore draw on both mainstream
leadership research and theological perspectives. Research on ecclesial leadership can thus be
integrated into various existing disciplines, making it unnecessary to establish it as one
distinct or separate field. It should not be studied in isolation but rather as a transdisciplinary
field that combines insights from multiple academic and practical contexts.'*” From a
Pentecostal perspective, then, leadership can be seen as perplex phenomenon since it happens
in “relationships between organizational members and positional leaders, structure and
agency, words and deeds, and spirituality and pragmatism.”!'? In one sense, “Pentecostals

9111

promote indigenous leadership”' ' and emphasize the Spirit's work in and through all

believers so that God's people can be seen as potential leaders and minimize the division
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between clergy and laity.!'? From another perspective, leaders can be celebrated and elevated
to high levels of prestige and power, which might praise the leader more than Christ and
replace the gospel through unusual exercises that are threatening to people’s lives.!!?

As such, leaders can serve the organization altruistically or be self-centred for
personal gain, possessing both positional and personal power, which can wield it for the
benefit of the community or for their own ego.!'!* Since “the fire from heaven can burn and
destroy as well as purify and inspire”,!!> it is important that Pentecostal leaders address
identity, reflexivity and the issue of power to avoid toxic and abusive leadership.''®
Leadership is a process linked with influence, and from a general Christian and specific
Pentecostal setting, it must be connected to the overarching telos of the ecclesial intension.
Leaders should hence move from heroes to hosts, “receiving and welcoming others into the
discursive and symbolic spaces for which they are responsible.”!!” Pentecostal leaders can
make room to listen to God and set direction for the congregation, but this guidance should
not typically break with the followers. We argue for promoting reflexiveness, active
followership, and moral accountability for a move toward healthier leadership processes in
Pentecostal organizations, for when congregational members are involved in decision-making
and empowered to take charge of their lives and ministries, growth can occur, and the risk of

manipulative management will decrease.!!8
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In sum, Pentecostal leaders must listen to the Spirit, discern their time and context,
and attend to the people they lead in the congregation. This implies that leadership is
contextual and complex, but also constructive, as it sets direction for the church and helps the
local members to “learn the script and understand how it should be performed in the present
cultural scene.”!''” Consequently, Pentecostal leaders are not completely free to act as they
want; they serve as directors rather than authors. A leader may set the direction for a local
congregation, yet this is most effective only if the congregants have trust in the pastor's
direction and discernment. For leadership to be sustainable, then, the influence of the

congregation must be granted, not grabbed.
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