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Introduction
Contrary to common practice, this discussion begins with two negative statements. The article 
is not about the praxis of Christian leaders, nor will it discuss how Christians ought to lead. 
Rather, it provides a reflection about Christian Leadership as a theological, trans-disciplinary 
field of study. It attempts to answer the following questions: Can one speak of specifically 
‘Christian’ leadership? To which theological and non-theological disciplines is Christian 
leadership linked? How can research in the field of Christian Leadership be undertaken, 
especially research related to Christian Leadership as a subfield within Practical Theology 
and Theological Ethics? The final question is: Should Christian Leadership be offered as a new 
theological specialisation?

The purpose of this article is to clarify the nature and range of Christian Leadership as a 
field of study and discuss its interrelationship with other academic disciplines. Currently, it 
is a trans-disciplinary field of study, closely linked to and drawing on other theological and 
non-theological disciplines. In this article, we emphasise the relationship between Christian 
Leadership and both Practical Theology and Theological Ethics. This is because a great deal 
of our own research is conducted from within these two disciplines. In addition, several of 
our postgraduate students are also engaged in research on Christian Leadership within these 
disciplines. In particular, we discuss the trends and literature that emerge from (South) African 
and European (especially German) contexts. Africans face many social challenges, and as a 
result, articles written within this context focus not only on what leadership is but also on the 
role Christian leaders can play within the Church and society to bring about genuine change 
and transformation in an African context. Almost 30 years ago, the Dutch expert on intercultural 
management, Geert Hofstede (1987:13), remarked: ‘Most currently popular management 
theories are made in USA, and implicitly based on US ways of thinking.’ This statement on 
leadership and management theory is still true in general. It is also true in particular for 
the literature on Christian Leadership. Our discussion therefore seeks to counterbalance the 
preponderance of the US influence in leadership and management literature by focusing on 
research in this field from other contexts.

The methodological approach adopted in this article is theoretical in nature. It draws on mainly 
academic articles published in the field of Christian Leadership. However, it appears that there 
are very few research articles that explicitly discuss the nature of this field of study. Articles on 
Christian Leadership are written, consciously or unconsciously, from the perspective of one or 
more academic disciplines. As shown below, by examining the leadership issues discussed and 
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Christian Leadership as a trans-disciplinary field  
of study

The focus of this article is on Christian Leadership as a theological and academic field of 
study, rather than on the praxis of Christian leadership. We define Christian Leadership and 
note the varying ecclesial, theological and social contexts within which research in the field of 
Christian Leadership is conducted. We discuss some trends and areas of interest that emerge 
from within African and European contexts, especially those of South Africa and Germany. In 
the article, we show how research in Christian Leadership is linked to other disciplines, both 
theological and non-theological. Finally, we identify key areas of research and methodological 
issues relevant to the field of Christian Leadership, particularly in relation to the disciplines 
of Practical Theology and Theological Ethics. We give special credit to Schleiermacher who 
defined Practical Theology as the ‘theory of church leadership’.

Intradisciplinary and/or interdisciplinary implications: Christian leadership is understood 
as a trans-disciplinary field of study that draws on both theological and other disciplines (such 
as Management Sciences, Psychology and Sociology). Christian leadership can be pursued as 
a distinct discipline or a trans-disciplinary field of study, but it cannot be pursued in isolation.
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the academic sources used by the relevant authors, the trans-
disciplinary nature of Christian Leadership as a field of study 
can be detected. Specific methodological issues dealing with 
Christian Leadership as a field of study within the theological 
disciplines of Practical Theology and Theological Ethics are 
also discussed.

Defining Christian leadership
We begin by asking the question whether one can speak 
of Christian leadership, or should this term be avoided and 
should it simply be stated that there are persons who are 
both leaders and Christians. What is actually meant when we 
speak of ‘Christian’ leadership? Or, in the words of Hanna 
(2006:21): ‘What is “Christian” about Christian Leadership?’

In our view, there are two legitimate ways in which the 
term ‘Christian’ leadership can be used. Firstly, it can refer 
to leaders who have leadership responsibilities within 
a Christian organisation. Such organisations are rooted 
in the Christian faith and have a specifically Christian 
purpose, for example, a Church congregation, Christian 
monastery, mission agency, non-profit organisation (NPO) 
or non-governmental organisation (NGO). Thus, ‘Christian’ 
leadership in this instance means leadership by Christians 
within a Christian organisation.

If we limit the understanding of Christian leadership to this 
first definition, there would be no need for a trans-disciplinary 
study of Christian leadership because leadership in church-
based organisations could be dealt with in sub-disciplines 
such as Practical Theology, Theological Ethics or Missiology. 
However, ‘Christian’ leadership is also exercised by leaders1 
who operate within ‘secular’ organisations such as business 
companies, organs of government, labour organisations 
and NPOs that no longer have, or never had, a specifically 
Christian foundation. In such settings, there are Christians 
who want to offer leadership that reflects a Christian 
worldview, anthropology and set of values. We do not say 
that Christian Leadership is automatically better leadership. 
We recognise that each leader has assumptions – wittingly 
or unwittingly – about ‘the world’, values and human beings 
and that these assumptions influence their leadership style. 
This truth was spelled out in 1960 by the management author 
Douglas McGregor ([1960] 1985:x): ‘The key question of top 
management is: “What are your assumptions (implicit as well 
as explicit) about the most effective way to manage people?”’ 
When we speak of Christian leadership, we are referring to 
those leaders who explicitly draw on their faith and Christian 
worldview. If such leaders develop the skills, competence 
and moral character required, they could be exemplary 
leaders. However, simply claiming to be a Christian leader 
does not mean that such a person will be a better leader.

Over the last few decades, many books on leadership that 
address both Church leaders and leaders in general have been 

1.We recognise that Christians in all walks of life can exercise some leadership within 
the Church and society, but this article focuses on those who are designated as 
leaders.

written from a Christian perspective. The most successful 
author in this area is probably the North-American John 
Maxwell, whose best-selling book is entitled The 21 irrefutable 
laws of leadership (1998). The most prominent German author 
in the area of Christian Leadership is the Benedictine monk 
Anselm Grün. His book on leadership (Grün 1999) is based 
on the Rule of St Benedict,2 but it is written so that many 
business people find it relevant and helpful. Also, the 
Christian conference ‘Kongress christlicher Führungskräfte’ 
(2013) is held every second year in Germany, and it attracts 
almost 4000 attendees, mostly from the business world. 
These few examples show that Christian leadership extends 
beyond leadership in Christian organisations.

In addition to including vital ethical dimensions, Christian 
leadership is also based on Christian spirituality. Christians 
are people who follow Christ (Ac 11:26), are part of the body 
of Christ (1 Cor 12:12, 13) and worship a Trinitarian God 
(2 Cor 13:13). Henri Nouwen (1989), the well-known writer 
on Christian spirituality, wrote a deeply insightful reflection 
on the implications for leadership in the temptations faced 
by Jesus (Mt 4:1–11; Mk 1:12–13; Lk 4:1–11). Kretzschmar 
(2006) and Nullens (2013) have also recently discussed the 
link between spirituality and leadership, and the Christian 
Leadership Centre at St. Andrews University (North 
Carolina) stresses that Christian leadership happens ‘… 
under the influence of the Holy Spirit’ (Hanna 2006:21).

There are many definitions of leadership. Neuberger 
(2002:12–15) lists 39 different definitions drawn from the 
German literature on leadership. The authors of this article 
share a passion for short definitions, the shorter the better. 
Greenleaf, the author of the book on servant leadership, 
provides us with this very short definition, ‘The only 
test of leadership is that somebody follows – voluntarily’ 
(Greenleaf 1998:31).3 In our definition of leadership, the word 
‘voluntarily’ is omitted, because we regard formal authority 
as a legitimate form of power (Kessler 2010:539–544, 2012:40–
46). The following definitions are thus suggested: ‘A leader is 
a person whom other persons follow.’ And therefore: ‘A Christian 
leader is a person who follows Christ and whom other persons 
follow.’4

Although we recognise the Bible as a primary source for 
Christian faith and practice, the term ‘Biblical leadership’ is 
avoided in a general sense because there are many pitfalls 
in constructing a definition of ‘Biblical’ leadership (Kessler 
2013). Hence, the term ‘Biblical leadership’ is only used when 
leadership is referred to as it was exercised in the Bible by 
leaders like Moses, Deborah, the various kings of Israel and 
Judah, Nehemiah and the leaders within the New Testament 
churches. Whilst it is true that the Bible provides many ethical 

2.See also De Waal (1995:187–199) and Vest (1997). 

3.A distinction can be drawn between a leader who has moral authority but no of-
ficial position and a leader who exercises power due to a position but has no moral 
authority. Equally, power, when exercised wisely and fairly, is a legitimate use of 
power. Such leaders exercise moral authority and are regarded as credible leaders. 

4.See Bentley (2010:551–565) for a discussion of how leadership roles can be extended  
to more people through processes of deliberate formation.
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guidelines about leadership that remain valid, Christian 
leadership cannot be exercised today in exactly the same 
way as it was by those leaders. Inspired by God, leaders in 
the Bible exercised their faith within their different contexts 
but also sought to transform their socio-cultural, political and 
economic contexts. Similarly, the current practice of Christian 
leadership has to take into account many contemporary 
contexts and cultures without being determined by them.

Positioning Christian Leadership 
within the academic disciplines
Christian Leadership viewed primarily as church leadership 
is traditionally a study field within Practical Theology. Due to 
the broader understanding of Christian leadership outlined 
above, it is necessary to move beyond the traditional focus 
of Practical Theology as it is mainly concerned with the 
life and ministry of the Church within different contexts. 
The broader meaning of Christian leadership will require 
investigating leadership within secular organisations 
such as business companies or NPOs. This means moving 
into discussions with the disciplines of the economic and 
management sciences on matters related to leadership and 
ethics. As theologians, we do not seek to compete with 
academics in terms of their specific competence. However, 
academic research and tuition are increasingly moving 
beyond the narrow borders of traditional disciplines. Areas 
of interest such as business ethics are becoming more 
and more important on both a theoretical and practical 
level. Thus, Christian Ethics becomes a natural meeting 
point between the economic sciences and theology. 
This is especially true when certain leaders of business 
organisations are known to be Christians and refer explicitly 
to their Christian worldview and ethical convictions. In this 
instance, Christian Leadership could be seen as a field of 
study within Theological Ethics.

Certainly, Christian Leadership can also become a field of 
study within Missiology. Today, the borderline between 
Practical Theology and Missiology is less clear than it used 
to be in the days when mission was a one-way movement 
from Christianised countries to other countries.5 As more 
congregations are moving from being mono-cultural to being 
multi-cultural, it is especially the cross-cultural effects of 
Christian leadership that are addressed in Missiology.

Thus far, three different theological areas where Christian 
Leadership can be studied have been identified: Practical 
Theology, Theological Ethics and Missiology. Obviously, 
research on Christian leadership relies on insights from 
many other theological6 and non-theological disciplines. For 
example, biblical scholars consider leaders in different periods 
in the Old Testament such as Moses, Aaron and Miriam 
(Usue 2006:635–656), King Lemuel (Harris 2002:61–73) and 

5.It has long been disputed whether Missiology should be treated as a sub-discipline 
of Practical Theology. See footnote 11 for Schleiermacher’s view in §298. 

6.See the special issue on Christian Leadership published by the journal Koers (75/3) 
in 2010. A further issue, Koers (79/2), appeared in September 2014.

Jeremiah (Wessels 2010:483–501). Other biblical scholars have 
conducted research on leaders in the New Testament. Feddes 
(2008:274–299) discusses the leadership and mission of the 
early church, using the ‘household codes’ and highlights the 
importance of the home, household, family and extended 
family, and Stenschke (2010:503–525) analyses the leadership 
of Barnabas and Paul. There are also several studies on 
historical church leaders, for instance Bentley’s discussion of 
John Wesley (2010:551–565) and Mbaya’s (2009:22–41) analysis 
of Anglican Church leaders in Central Africa. Or, one might 
study how leadership is manifested in particular countries 
such as Switzerland (Russenberger 2010:631–649) and Russia 
(Reimer 2010:631–649). Since all leadership studies draw on 
anthropology, and Church leadership specifically draws on 
ecclesiology, Systematic Theology is also a key discipline for 
leadership studies. Christian Leadership, thus, draws on all 
of the theological disciplines.

As noted previously, Christian Leadership is also linked to 
non-theological disciplines. Linking up with management 
science, we may ask: How are organisations structured? 
Noel Pearse (2011:1–7) from the Business School at Rhodes 
University, Grahamstown, South Africa, draws on the 
discipline of Business Management to evaluate the role of 
strategic church leadership during periods of transition, 
using, amongst others, the concept of organisational social 
capital. With reference to psychology, we can ask: What 
motivates or demoralises people? Or linked to sociology, we 
can ask: What do I have to know about social groups and 
group dynamics if I am to be an effective leader?

The diagram in Figure 1 explains the relationship between 
Christian Leadership and other academic disciplines. Christian 
Leadership is a field of study that usually occurs in one of 
these three disciplines: Practical Theology, Theological Ethics 
or Missiology. In addition, other disciplines contribute to the 
area of Christian Leadership. These include the theological 
disciplines like Biblical Studies, Systematic Theology and 
Church History and the non-theological disciplines like 
Management Sciences, Sociology and Psychology.

In what follows, we describe two approaches in greater 
detail: Christian Leadership in the context of Practical 
Theology and Christian Leadership in the context of 
Theological Ethics.

Systema�c
Theology Sociology

Missiology
Prac�cal
Theology

Chris�an
Leadership

Theological
Ethics

Church
History

Management
Sciences

Biblical
Studies

Psychology

...

Source: Authors’ own creation

FIGURE 1: The link between Christian Leadership and other academic disciplines.
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Christian Leadership within the 
context of Practical Theology
Today, Practical Theology is a theological discipline 
that incorporates different sub-disciplines like liturgics, 
homiletics, poimenics7, religious education and diaconology 
(Nicol 2000:5–9). Church Leadership, sometimes called 
Church Management or ‘Kybernetik’ as in the German 
Protestant tradition (Breitenbach 1994:27; Meyer-Blanck 
2007), is thus a sub-discipline within Practical Theology. 
There are many different ways to structure the vast area of 
Practical Theology into different subfields. These differences 
emerge, firstly, because of different ecclesial confessions 
(e.g. Roman Catholic, Protestant or Orthodox), secondly, 
because of different cultures (e.g. Germany, the Netherlands, 
North America or South Africa; cf. Heitink 1999:112–121) 
and, thirdly, because of different approaches to Practical 
Theology (e.g. Practical Theology seen as Pastoral Theology 
or seen as theory of action).

When dealing with Christian Leadership in the context 
of Practical Theology, it is valuable to examine the actual 
beginning of the academic discipline of Practical Theology. 
The German professor Friedrich Schleiermacher is regarded 
as the founder of Practical Theology as a discipline in its own 
right (Gräb 2000:87). Heitink (1999:22) calls him ‘the father 
of practical theology’ and notes that ‘Schleiermacher wanted 
to give theology its place in the scientific arena’ (ibid:26). 
For the purpose of this article, it is interesting to note that 
Schleiermacher defines Practical Theology as the ‘Theory of 
Church leadership’ (cf. Breitenbach 1994:46; Gräb 2000:67).

In his famous Kurze Darstellung [A brief outline on the study 
of theology], the first edition of which was published in 
1811 and a second, larger edition in 1830, Schleiermacher 
divided theology into three parts – philosophical, historical 
and practical theology. In the first edition, Schleiermacher 
(2002:67) defines ‘… Philosophical Theology as the root of 
the whole of theology’ (Introduction §26) and ‘… Practical 
Theology as the crown of theological study’ (introduction 
§31). Practical Theologians often like to quote the last 
sentence, but it must be conceded that Schleiermacher did 
not refer to the crown of a king but to the crown of a tree.8

The quote below is from the second edition of 
Schleiermacher’s Brief outline, which has the useful feature 
that its 338 paragraphs are numbered from the beginning to 
the end. Schleiermacher (1850) defines Practical Theology as 
knowledge about Church Leadership:9

§25. The purpose of Christian Church-Guidance is both 
extensively and intensively conservative and progressive; and the 
knowledge relating to this activity forms a Technology which we, 

7.Or pastoral theology (from the Greek poimēn, meaning ‘shepherd’).

8.In his lectures on Practical Theology, Schleiermacher explains this ‘crown’ metaphor. 
‘Practical Theology is the crown of theological study because it presupposes every-
thing else; it is also the final part of the study because it prepares for direct action’ 
(in Heitink 1999:26–27). 

9.Schleiermacher actually used the German word ‘leiten’ (to lead), although the Eng-
lish translator from 1850 opted for the translation ‘guiding’. 

grouping together all its different branches, designate by the 
name, Practical Theology. (p. 101)

Schleiermacher (1850) then distinguishes two sorts of 
leadership:

§271. … There is, therefore, a guiding activity which has 
for its object the individual Congregation as such, and which, 
accordingly, continues to be merely local in its character – and 
a guiding activity directed toward the whole, which has for its 
object the organic Union of Congregations, that is, the Church. 
(pp. 191–192)

§274. … and we denominate the guiding activity which is 
directed towards the whole, Church-Government, and that which 
is directed towards the individual local Congregation, Church-
Service. (p. 194)

Consequently, Schleiermacher’s exposition on Practical 
Theology consists of two sections: the introduction or Section 
1 on ‘The principles of church-service’ (§§277–308; German 
original: [Die Grundsätze des Kirchendienstes]) and Section 
2 on ‘The principles of church government’ (§§309–334, 
German original: [Die Grundsätze des Kirchenregiments]). 
The subject of the first section is ‘leading a local congregation’ 
and that of the second section is ‘leading the Church as 
whole’.10 According to Schleiermacher (1850), this is what 
Practical Theology is about:

§275. The contents of Practical Theology are included exhaustively 
in the Theory of Church-Government (in the more restricted 
sense) and the Theory of Church-Service. (p. 194)

Schleiermacher subsumes every pastoral activity under 
the heading ‘Soul-guidance’ (§263, German original: 
[Seelenleitung]) as there are sermons (§284f.), system 
of worship (§286ff.) and pastoral care (§291ff.).11 Thus, 
homiletics, liturgics and catechetics are part of the academic 
discipline of Practical Theology, defined as Theory of Church-
guidance. Schleiermacher argues that leading the Church as 
a whole, that is, Church government, is mainly done by the 
means of the ‘internal Church-Constitution’ (§310, §312).

So, if – according to Schleiermacher – Practical Theology is 
the crown of theological studies and Practical Theology is 
essentially about Church leadership, then Church Leadership 
must be the most appealing field of study!

As mentioned above, Schleiermacher’s views have been 
modified. In academic circles today, Church Leadership is 
seen as only one of many subfields of Practical Theology. 
Since 1985, a great many books on leadership have been 
published in the field of management studies, and these 
have been accompanied by an increase in interest concerning 
Christian Leadership. For instance, the establishment of the 

10.In §276 Schleiermacher (1850:194) claims, ‘The order of arrangement is, in and 
of itself, a matter of indifference. We prefer to begin with the department of 
Church-Service, and to let that of Church-Government follow.’ In the first edition, 
Schleiermacher opted for the opposite order. 

11.Schleiermacher (1850:202) even mentions mission here: ‘§ 298. Conditionally, the 
Theory of Missions might also find a point of connexion here, which, up to the 
present time, is as good as altogether wanting.’ He was thus the first Protestant 
theologian who gave Missiology a separate place in the University but, of course, 
in his logic as a subfield of Practical Theology.
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Willow Creek Association, the popularity of Bill Hybels’ 
books on leadership (e.g. Hybels 2002) and the success of 
the Willow Creek leadership summits held in the US and 
worldwide (Willow Creek 2013) reflect a growing interest 
in Christian Leadership. In Germany today, more church 
ministers attend Christian Leadership conferences than 
conferences on counselling or preaching. It seems that two 
centuries after the first edition of Schleiermacher’s Kurze 
Darstellung (1813), the field of Church Leadership has indeed 
acquired the prestige of a ‘crown’.

Obviously, the understanding of Church Leadership and 
Practical Theology has changed tremendously during the 
last century. The growth of interest in empirical studies since 
the 1960s has meant that empirical theology has become 
important within Practical Theology. Research in the subfield 
of Christian Leadership now often includes an element of 
empirical research (see Dinter, Heimbrock & Söderblom 
2007; Van der Ven 1998). Thus, sociological methods have 
become an indispensable tool of practical theologians.

There are many possible research questions concerning 
Christian leadership within Practical Theology. Burnout as 
a result of overly demanding job situations is, for instance, 
an increasing challenge in Germany. It has been discovered 
that church ministers demonstrate an over-average risk of 
suffering from burnout. This often leads to early retirement 
or a change of job. Thus, the prevention of burnout amongst 
church ministers has become a research issue whether 
they work in the Protestant churches (Van Heyl 2003) or 
in the context of evangelical youth-mission organisations 
(Schmidt 2012).

Another research issue is the question of how church 
leadership can be exercised in different contexts and different 
cultures (see Chima 1984; Mushanga 1971; Russenberger 
2010). Two centuries ago, Schleiermacher (1850) stated the 
impossibility of a single universal form of leadership:

§272. … with the present diffusion of Christianity, outward 
reasons would make the existence of a universal Church-
Guidance, comprehending all Christian Congregations upon the 
earth, a thing impossible. (p. 193)

Practical Theology has always been a discipline where 
practical involvement and scientific interest meet (or at least 
should meet). Again, this combination was already insisted 
upon by Schleiermacher (1850):

§258. Practical Theology, therefore, is for those only in whom an 
interest in the welfare of the Church, and a scientific spirit, exist in 
combination. (p. 187)

Unfortunately, there is often a dichotomy between the two 
worlds of practitioners that do not bother about the sciences 
and scientists that do research for the sake of research. 
Our approach is different. We are interested in research 
on Church Leadership because we want to improve current 
church leadership, we want to support Christians who take 
the risk of moving ahead, and thus, we want to contribute to 
the welfare of both the church and society.

If we want to follow the point of view expressed in 
Schleiermacher’s paragraph §258, the question arises: 
How do we combine practical involvement and scientific 
knowledge? There are some models of praxis cycles that can 
be used to answer this question. We recommend Kritzinger’s 
(early) model of the praxis cycle (Kritzinger 2002:147–152). 
The advantage is that it is quite a simple model, consisting 
of the five steps: involvement, context analysis, theological 
reflection, spirituality and planning. Thus, this praxis cycle 
is a good starting point for the integration of research and 
practical involvement in the field of Christian Leadership 
within the discipline of Practical Theology.

Christian Leadership within the 
context of Theological Ethics
In this section, we seek to define Theological Ethics, outline 
some of the different ecclesial or theological approaches 
to this discipline and note some key areas of research in 
Christian Leadership in an African and German context from 
an ethical perspective. We also note how different scholars 
approach these fields of study. Like Christian Leadership, 
Theological Ethics can be described as interdisciplinary in 
nature. This is because, although its focus is on what may be 
considered to be right, good and wise behaviour or on what 
is just and loving at a personal, communal, social or global 
level, it often ‘borrows’ theoretical knowledge from other 
theological and non-theological disciplines.

In this article, Theological Ethics is understood as 
synonymous with Christian Ethics. It is primarily concerned 
with one’s overall ethical worldview, what is considered 
to be loving, right and good (moral norms and values), the 
application (and questioning) of these norms in personal 
and social life, the formation of moral character and moral 
conduct. The German Catholic theologian Schockenhoff 
(2007) defines Theological Ethics in the context of Christian 
theology as:

… a theory of human behaviour under the claim of the Gospel. 
[Theological ethics] investigates a good life and right actions 
from the perspective of the Christian faith, and considers the 
implications for such life and action as resulting from the fact 
that the questions about their ultimate goal will be answered 
in the light of a specific concept of human fulfilment, a concept 
based on Biblical revelation. (pp. 19–20)12

In the 21st-century context, there is an extensive debate 
about what can be considered to be real, good, right, true 
and wise. Although debates, revisions, challenges and 
new insights continue to emerge, Christian Ethics is based 
on the Bible and on over 2000 years of Christian theology, 
tradition and experience. Theological Ethics stands on the 
foundation of a Creator God who is good. Hence, researchers 

12.Translated by Elke Meier, original wording: ‘[Theologische Ethik] versteht 
sich als eine Theorie der menschlichen Lebensführung unter dem Anspruch 
des Evangeliums. Sie fragt nach dem guten Leben und richtigen Handeln in 
der Perspektive des christlichen Glaubens und bedenkt die Konsequenzen 
für dieses Leben und Handeln, die sich daraus ergeben, dass die Frage nach 
seinem letzten Ziel im Lichte einer bestimmten, nämlich einer der biblischen 
Offenbarung entnommenen Vorstellung menschlicher Erfüllung beantwortet 
wird’ (Schockenhoff 2007:19–20).
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in Christian Ethics are both motivated and inspired by the 
moral vision of a good creation, which, although now fallen, 
can be saved. Redeemed human beings imbued with moral 
insight and character need to be formed so that, individually 
and collectively, they can exemplify the richness of the 
new creation. In this respect, the link between Theological 
Ethics and Christian Leadership is twofold. Firstly, Christian 
leaders need to interrogate the degree of their own active 
co-operation with the Holy Spirit in the process of personal 
moral formation and the formation of churches as moral 
communities. Secondly, they need to interrogate their own 
understanding of what is right and good, prior to seeking to 
effect the genuine transformation of structures and practices 
in local and global societies and the drastic improvement of 
our human interaction with all of creation.

Research in Christian Leadership, or any other academic 
field, is based on a theoretical paradigm or framework of 
understanding. A key part of this paradigm is the various 
academic disciplines upon which research in Christian 
Leadership draws. Another dimension of this theoretical 
paradigm is the ecclesial tradition of the relevant researcher. 
For example, Theological Ethics could be approached from 
the perspective of Catholic, Protestant, Evangelical, Orthodox 
or Charismatic Theology. (Generally Protestants will use the 
term Theological or Christian Ethics whereas Catholics more 
generally use the term Moral Theology). Within these larger 
church groupings, there are several theological traditions (e.g. 
Thomist, Calvinist, Evangelical, Fundamentalist, Barthian, 
Liberal, Liberationist, Feminist or Africanist) from which 
researchers draw. Even if the researchers are, for instance, 
Protestants, they may be influenced by the theological 
thinking of a particular denomination (e.g. Methodist, 
Lutheran or Baptist). In addition, the geographical and social 
context within which Christian Leadership is studied is vitally 
important. Not only do the diverse contexts of the United 
States of America, South Africa, Germany and England affect 
the leadership studies produced in them, but the literature 
produced in the various countries tends to influence their 
contexts. Beyond the influence of one’s country or continent, 
the role of culture, ethnic identity, race, gender and class is 
also important. Thus, it is essential for researchers to become 
conscious of their own theoretical paradigm and broaden 
their understanding by reading material written from other 
perspectives.

Although some authors use the expressions ethical leadership 
and moral leadership interchangeably, it is useful to note that 
ethicists commonly draw a distinction between ethics and 
morality. As a discipline within Philosophy or Theology,13 
ethics investigates the question: ‘What is ethical?’ This 
means that what is regarded as right, good or wise within 
a particular society, culture, organisation or local church is 
the subject of critical, ethical reflection. The term ‘morality’ 
then refers to the actual behaviour that expresses moral 

13.Moral philosophy is a sub-discipline of Philosophy, and Christian Ethics is usually 
taught either as a distinct discipline within Theology or as part of Systematic 
Theology (or Dogmatics) or sometimes Practical Theology. Other theological 
disciplines such as Biblical Studies and Missiology may also address ethical issues.

norms and values at a personal, communal, social or global 
level. Immoral behaviour is that which disregards or is in 
conflict with what is regarded as moral. The value of such 
a distinction is that what is regarded as morally right can be 
questioned, and where necessary, such a moral perspective 
can be revised, a point to which we return below.

Theological ethics is both intensely theoretical and 
determinedly practical, no matter which social context it 
seeks to address. Theological ethics seeks to understand who 
God is and what the nature of reality is. It seeks to understand 
how to live in the world as God’s children, ambassadors and 
moral agents. Hence, Christian leaders are concerned with 
the clarification and application of moral norms and values 
to concrete life. Obviously, to speak of reality and the world 
is very broad. Hence, Theological Ethics is often subdivided 
into a number of different fields of study. Christian leaders 
in the medical field such as doctors, administrators, senior 
nurses or relief workers will have an interest in bio-ethics 
whilst other Christian leaders may pursue environmental 
ethics. Globally, the pursuit of social ethics was and remains 
a central area of intellectual and practical concern. More 
than four decades ago, Mushanga (1971) argued that a new 
understanding of Christian ministry and leadership needs to 
emerge in Africa to address urgent social needs:

In a society which is undergoing rapid social change, in which 
the majority of the people live at subsistence level, where 
ignorance is rampant and diseases are endemic ... The church 
leadership should descend from the pulpit and go to the people 
in their natural habitat and try to see in what situations it could 
be of assistance to them. (p. 35)

Writing from within the Nigerian context, Enegho (2011:529–
535) observes that a major cause of Africa’s social problems 
is the behaviour of the domineering, self-serving new ‘elite’ 
class of leaders. He (ibid:523) goes on to say that, against the 
trend of widespread corruption, ‘... Christians ought to blaze 
the trail in displaying unparalleled integrity and invariably 
sow seeds of integrity in the lives of others by their living 
examples’. Family and sexual ethics and various forms of 
feminist, womanist and gender ethics are also matters of 
concern for Christian leaders all over the world. Furthermore, 
as already noted, business and organisational ethics or the 
practice of leadership within a certain organisation (Hornstra-
Fuchs & Hornstra 2010) are additional areas of importance for 
research. This wide range of ethical issues reveals the close 
link between Theological Ethics and Christian Leadership.

By drawing a distinction between ethics and morality, their 
influence on each other and social contexts is revealed. It can 
be seen that people’s ethical worldviews and moral norms 
affect their moral behaviour. More simply, ethical convictions 
lead to moral action. Equally, practical experience and/or 
empirical research on moral (or immoral) behaviour may 
result in a revision of ethical worldviews or theoretical 
understandings. Thus, Chima (1984:331), a Roman Catholic 
priest and educator, writes from the Malawian and Kenyan 
contexts about the need to ‘… broaden and diversify the 
concept and practice of ministry’ and seeks to critique ‘… the 
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whole structure of authoritarian conditioning’.14 Based on his 
experience, he argues that the nature of priestly authority 
must correctly be conceived, and the traditional African, 
pre-colonial limitations on the authority of kings or chiefs 
must be drawn upon if Christian leadership is to be correctly 
exercised in an African setting. Another example is that of 
Bolaj (2007:1–5) who argues that that immoral, patriarchal 
patterns of behaviour derived from aspects of the thinking 
of both Western missionaries and traditional African culture 
are being challenged in those Pentecostal churches that are 
promoting women to leadership positions.15 In other words, 
ethical norms and values are not only in need of being 
defined and applied, but they can also be questioned and 
clarified or revised in research that combines an interest in 
ethics and leadership.

We have seen that ethical reflection is essential to the credible 
practice of Christian leadership. However, the identification, 
application or questioning of ethical norms and values does 
not provide a complete picture of the concerns of Theological 
Ethics as they relate to Christian Leadership. The moral 
nature and effect of the vision of a leader also needs to be 
investigated. What will the effects of the pursuit of this vision 
be, both on the leaders themselves and on the lives of those 
impacted by the leaders’ vision? Or what actions will result 
from the leaders’ motives or intentions? Furthermore, what 
methods or means will be employed by the leaders? Are 
these moral in nature? Moral discernment and wisdom are 
thus key aspects that require attention in the field of Christian 
Leadership studies.

What then about the whole area of moral and spiritual 
formation? Many of the problems experienced in terms of 
leadership are due to the absence in society today of moral 
character and conduct (e.g. intimidation, exploitation, 
the lack of fair processes, unjust decisions, violence and 
marginalisation). These could occur at many levels and within 
a variety of sectors (e.g. interpersonal, family and workplace 
relationships and within national and international socio-
political or economic processes and structures). Hence, without 
a process of Christian discipleship leading to becoming mature 
in Christ, ethical reflection and research will not lead to growth 
in wisdom, moral courage and sacrificial action. For instance, 
the interrelationship between moral character, decision 
making and community (Connors & McCormick 1998) or the 
ethical issues connected to leadership and the development 
of moral agency in different cultures can be researched 
(Kretzschmar 2010:567–588). In short, research within the field 
of Christian Leadership, when approached from within the 
wide-ranging discipline of Theological Ethics, can clarify what 
is right and wrong in our churches and societies, how these 
moral norms are arrived at, how individuals or communities 
become morally formed (or malformed) and what can be done 
to live as God’s representatives in a complex world.

14.Hearne (1982:221–223) discusses revised understandings of the roles of Catholic 
priests in African contexts.

15.See Ngunjiri (2010:755–768) for a discussion of female spiritual leadership in 
Kenya.

Conclusion
We are convinced that research in the field of Christian 
Leadership is both necessary and important. We have argued 
that Christian Leadership is a typical example of trans-
disciplinary research that, in most cases, takes place within 
in the theological disciplines of Ethics, Practical Theology 
and Missiology. However, such research also needs to draw 
on several other theological and non-theological disciplines.

Given that research in the field of Christian Leadership can be 
dealt with in the context of many current disciplines, it may 
not be necessary to establish it as a separate, distinct or specific 
discipline. Also, it is well known that current scholarship 
already consists of a plethora of disciplines. However, at 
some universities and theological colleges, academics are 
responding to a felt need in the church and society and 
are offering courses or even specific degrees in Christian 
Leadership. Such scholars and institutions may wish to 
develop Christian leadership further as a distinct discipline. 
Nevertheless, whether pursued as a trans-disciplinary field 
of study or a new discipline, studies in Christian Leadership 
cannot be pursued in isolation. Therefore, we argue that 
Christian Leadership needs to be treated as a field of study 
that can integrate knowledge and analysis from a range of 
academic disciplines and practical contexts. It is as a trans-
disciplinary field of study that Christian Leadership can 
make a notable contribution to both academia and contextual 
practice.
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