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Baron is convicting, challenging, and Holy Spirit-inspiring! 
This is a must-read for the Christian leader who truly desires 
to serve God rather than ego, Christian political correctness, or 
selfish ambition in their ministry. 

 —Foley Beach, Anglican Bishop and Pastor

With depth of professional and pastoral experience, Tony 
Baron exhorts leaders toward a model of leadership rooted 
in discipleship to Jesus. The Cross and the Towel is a refreshing 
alternative to much of the power-based business practices of 
leadership found today. This ancient approach to leadership is as 
relevant today as ever. I highly recommend it!

—Dr. Keith J. Matthews 
Professor & Chair of the Ministry Department 

Graduate School of Theology 
Azusa Pacific University

Refreshing! Baron prods us to come to our senses about 
Kingdom leadership. Among a myriad quantity of self-help 
manuals, he yanks us back to first things.… 

—Frank Lyons, Anglican Bishop of Bolivia

Tony Baron is a gifted theologian and a perceptive clinician. 
In his most recent book, he has skillfully addressed the crisis 
facing contemporary church leadership while offering sound 
and practical steps toward a leadership style that seeks to employ 
Kingdom principles. This book is a must-read for any Christ 
follower who is ready to trade the bankrupt tools of the sword and 
the shield for effective leadership tools of the cross and the towel. 

—Kirsten Gardner, Teaching Pastor
The Way Christian Fellowship



In the late 1990s my church sent me to a conference on church 
growth that was being held at a mega church in Chicago. I went 
and my eyes were opened to many new ideas, but I came away with 
the greatest impact from a fellow I ran into in a hallway crowded 
with people trying to find their next class. He was an elderly black 
man with a captivatingly beautiful accent. He reached out and 
held my hand for a moment, looked at me directly with his sad, 
clear eyes and he said, “The Bride is sick. The Groom is coming 
soon, and the Bride is sick.” Immediately I knew he was right and 
I wondered if I had met an angel. Those of us who have served as 
shepherds in one capacity or another are quite aware that there is a 
great work that needs to be done to restore the good health of the 
bride… the church. Tony Baron has addressed this in a clear and 
effective manner, bringing the issues home for those who truly 
want to get a firm hold on service “on earth as it is in heaven.” You 
will be enlightened and blessed.

—Teresa Goode
Fellow Child of King Jesus

A wise person once told me, “don’t pray for more power 
than you have the character to handle.” Tony Baron’s new book, 
The Cross and the Towel, will help you get a handle on a kind 
of leadership that is desperately needed in ministry today. Better 
than that, Tony has become the kind of leader he writes about and 
can help transform leaders that are following along with him in 
the higher calling of Christ’s power in ministry.

—Keith Meyer, author of Whole life TransformaTion: 
Becoming The change Your church needs



The Cross 
and the Towel

Leading to a Higher Calling

Tony Baron



The Cross and the Towel: Leading to a Higher Calling

Copyright © 2011 Tony Baron. All rights reserved. No part of this book 
may be reproduced or retransmitted in any form or by any means without 
the written permission of the publisher. 

Published by Wheatmark®
610 East Delano Street, Suite 104, Tucson, Arizona 85705 U.S.A. 
www.wheatmark.com 

ISBN: 978-1-60494-535-5 (paperback)
ISBN: 978-1-60494-536-2 (hardcover)
LCCN: 2010938919

Unless otherwise noted, all biblical citations are from The New Oxford 
Annotated Bible, New Revised Standard Version. New York, NY: Oxford 
University Press, Inc., 1994.

rev201101
rev201302



It is with heartfelt gratitude that I dedicate this book to Dr. Gary 
C. Stafford, who first taught me what it means to be a shepherd of 
God’s flock, and to all present and future pastors who seek to live 
their lives according to the cross and the towel.
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Foreword

Leadership matters. It sets the vibe in the small household of 
a single parent. Leadership controls the ethos of all kinds of 

large enterprises—corporations, universities, and megachurches. 
And leadership is a difference-maker in all the businesses, schools, 
hospitals, nonprofits, and families of averaged-sized places of 
human activity. Leadership is ubiquitous. It surrounds us. It is to 
us what water is to fish or air is to birds. It envelops and permeates 
every fabric of our society. 

Because the sentences above are true, it is reasonable to assert 
that leadership, like global warming, war, global economics, and 
shifting political realities, is presently a primary topic of concern 
for the whole human race.

This is especially true in current American culture. Recently, 
because of the mood of deconstruction that swirls around us, 
many young people—and some boomers in Tony’s and my 
generation—have wondered if we can do without leadership. 
They wonder if the practices of leadership they have known can 
be adjusted or replaced, or if leadership as now practiced is so 
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broken, so dysfunctional, so mean-spirited, and so selfish that we 
would be better off with out it. 

I have genuine empathy for the question. It puts a finger on 
a large and growing problem. Bad leadership is bad for humanity. 
But the fundamental idea behind the question barks up the wrong 
tree. It takes the wrong road at the “Y” intersection that lies before 
us. When it comes to leadership, we have lots of alternatives—but 
no leadership is not an option. Leaders have always risen. Leaders 
will continue to rise. We need leadership that comes from leaders 
who are simultaneously ethical and effective. We need leaders who 
know both how to love others and move people and enterprises 
to a preferable future. We do have the option, and the ability, to 
choose that road. 

Happily, you’ve gotten your hands on a book that gives a way 
forward. The Cross and the Towel shows us how to deconstruct 
bad leadership. But it does not leave us hanging there—poorer 
and having lost something of great human value. Rather Tony 
Baron constructs for us new habits, attitudes, and practices for 
leadership that are good for everyone: workers, stockholders, 
customers, vendors, and the observing public.

As you thumb through the table of contents and flip through 
the pages of this book, your first thought might be, “Duh! There 
is nothing new here!” That’s an understandable reaction. There 
has been a lot written on leadership in the last twenty-five years. 
But although the topics might look familiar, the angles and 
perspectives set forward in this book are fresh. Fresh, like we all 
value in fresh fruit or fresh air. 

And besides, the obvious is not necessarily easily applied in 
real life. The kind of sane leadership we all hope for takes more 
than mental understanding. It means becoming a different kind 
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of person. The Cross and the Towel gives us the vision we need to 
construct a new leadership reality. It helps us make the necessary 
choices to embody that reality, and it gives us the means to do so.

If your intuition tells you that leadership is often broken but 
that we can’t do without it—and if you want to be part of the 
solution—read on. In The Cross, you will find a way to die to 
yourself for the good of others. With The Towel, you’ll learn the 
new way of being that you have been dreaming of and hoping 
could come to pass. 

Todd Hunter
Missionary Bishop: The Anglican Mission

Founding Pastor: Holy Trinity Church, Costa Mesa, CA
Author: chrisTianiTY BeYond Belief

giving church anoTher chance

The ouTsider inTervieWs

The accidenTal anglican
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Preface

When I was a child, I would dress up as King Arthur. Bearing 
a plastic Excalibur sword and carrying a sparkling tin 

shield, I would pretend to slay dangerous dragons in my backyard. 
Hours would go by as I would slash and stab, jump away and glide 
to the side, avoiding the hateful heat of my enemy. Occasionally, 
I would get wounded. Falling to the ground, holding my ribs in 
great pain from the terrible tearing bite of the dragon, I would 
flay my sword toward the beast, directing my aim at his torso and 
finally plunging the double-edged dagger into the very heart of 
my adversary.

I was a hero. My kingdom was safe. At eight years of age, I 
had the power. All would bow down and acknowledge me as a 
commanding leader, heroic king, and omnipotent protector.

WHy DID I  WRITE THIS BOOk? 

As I got older, I put away the plastic sword and the tin shield 
but not the idea of power. Playing football in high school, I knew 
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that it was the fastest and the strongest who received the most 
public praise and adoration. In college, several knee surgeries put 
an end to my future NFL Hall of Fame career. So I became a 
spectator of professional football while always still believing in 
the power of the sword and the shield. The move away from 
football propelled me toward the development of my spiritual life, 
eventually leading to seminary and graduate school.

What was fascinating to me was that most of the church 
leaders were also practitioners of the sword and the shield model 
of leadership. Leadership in the Church was defined in the same 
way as leadership in the world: size, skill, and speed. Whereas 
today’s prime ideological conversation among theologians 
and clergy practitioners is the relationship of the Church to 
postmodernity, the chief topic in seminary then was church 
growth. Peter Wagner, Win Arn, and the esteemed church growth 
gurus at Fuller Theological Seminary had a wide audience in 
the evangelical world. They convinced future pastors about 
the importance of “homogeneity” and that “location, location, 
location” was as significant to the local church growth scene as 
it was to the real estate world. As an eager seminary student, I 
bought in 100 percent! Success meant size, and size meant souls. 
So I attended every conference I could afford and heard every 
church leader I admired so that I too could have the same success 
for my parish in reaching people for Jesus Christ.

Looking back now, I see that much of my theological 
education at three well-known evangelical seminaries on the 
American landscape and my graduate psychology education were 
inadvertently based upon leadership precepts of the sword and the 
shield. Yet when I used these symbols of leadership as a template 
in reading the pages of sacred scripture and in particular the life 



Preface

xxi

of Jesus Christ and his followers, I found the actual leadership 
strategies were based upon the cross and the towel, not the sword 
and the shield.

To be fair, there were some significant voices in seminary 
that spoke of the cross and the towel as a model for Christlike 
leadership. Unfortunately, what often was modeled by prominent 
preachers in chapel, demonstrated by lay and ordained leadership 
in churches, and written about by theologians uncomfortably 
conflicted with the servant leadership style of Jesus Christ. Jesus’s 
style of leadership seemed liberating and life-giving. The Church’s 
style of leadership seemed eerily similar to business or political 
models, with religious jargon added for positional leverage.

The truth is that I used to believe I was a second class Christian 
pastor. I didn’t have a megachurch, a radio ministry, or even a 
book that millions would say had changed their lives. I felt God 
loved me because he had to—after all, it was on his business card. 
He died on the cross for me, but I thought he was much closer 
to other followers than he was to me. So I worked hard in trying 
to impress him in ministry. I thought it wouldn’t hurt to try to 
impress some of his contemporary disciples as well, so they could 
say a good word to him about me. So I worked hard academically 
and ecclesiastically.

Before moving forward, I need to tell you another bias. I love 
the Church. You cannot study God’s Word without realizing that 
the Church is significant to God. The Church is called the “Bride 
of Christ.” In another place, the Church is described as the “Body 
of Christ.” Both words would suggest that the Church’s identity 
is found in Jesus Christ, and its intimacy is deeply enriched by 
its relationship to Jesus Christ. Whether it is a house church or 
a megachurch, an emerging church or a traditional church, a 
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denominational church or an independent church, I love these 
communities that seek to live by faith, endure in hope, and walk 
in love to the glory of God.

I also love pastors. It doesn’t matter to me whether they are 
priests or preachers, male or female, young or old; they are a special 
breed anointed by God to shepherd God’s flock and equip his saints 
for the work of ministry. Several years ago, the noted author and 
scholar Dallas Willard told me in one of my discouraging times of 
ministry that the pastorate “is the greatest calling in life.” I believe 
him! Pastors can influence more people, without limitation to 
age, status, or gender, to the kingdom of God than in any other 
calling. This book is dedicated to all pastors. 

To God be the glory.
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Introduction:  
The Bubble Wrap Pastor

“Today I quit being a Christian. I’m out. I remain committed 
to Christ as always but not to being “Christian” or to being part 

of Christianity. It’s simply impossible for me to ‘belong’ to this 
quarrelsome, hostile, disputatious, and deservedly infamous group.”

—Anne Rice

Anne Rice writes metaphysical fictional thrillers for a living. 
In fact, she is quite good in her craft, and her vampire books 

have entertained millions of readers. As an atheist, she wrote 
books reflecting her world without God. But in 1998, Anne Rice 
returned to the Roman Catholic Church, made a profession of 
faith in Jesus Christ, and announced it publicly seven years later. 
In her first book on the life of Jesus, Christ the Lord: Out of Egypt, 
Anne spoke of an unusual phenomenon—a number of Jesus 
scholars actually “hated” the person they were studying.1 Usually, 
scholars love the subject they are studying. I was impressed with 
her candor.

Reading her recent comments on her Facebook page, I was 
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again impressed with her candor and, at the same time, saddened 
by her experiences within the organized Church. You might say 
that she is only speaking of the Catholic Church. You might be 
right, but I don’t think so. In her interview with Christianity 
Today, she states, “Christians have lost credibility in America 
as people who know how to love. They have become associated 
with hatred, persecution, attempting to abolish the separation of 
church and state, and trying to pressure people to vote certain 
ways in elections.”2 

Regardless of your position on Anne Rice or her recent 
decision, she addresses a very important point for all of us who seek 
to follow Jesus and care deeply for his Church—love. If what she 
is saying is true, she is saying that many of us have forgotten how 
to love. Jesus said that demonstrated love is the only apologetic, 
“Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another. By this 
everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for 
one another” (John 13:34–35).

THE FALSE TEACHINgS ABOuT LOVE

We have been confused about the subject of love for a 
long time now. Some suggest that love is simply an emotional 
response—a feeling. Others will tell you that love is only an 
action. Some will indicate that love means to know the other. All 
of these definitions, by themselves, fall short. 

Love is more than just feeling, acting, and knowing. Love can 
be experienced in chronos time—seconds, minutes, and hours—
but the deeper, mysterious divine love is experienced in kairos 
time where it is an ever-present reality. You have experienced 
it when you have lost track of time while meeting with a dear 
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friend, sharing a tender moment with your spouse or children, or 
watching a magnificent sunset at the beach. You have experienced 
this kind of love when the Spirit of God touches deep within your 
soul at church, whispering to you his guidance or comfort. In the 
meantime, the worship team is singing or the preacher is teaching, 
but you have lost contact with outside time and are living in the 
moment. This kind of love, kairos love, is when heaven touches 
earth. Or as Jesus teaches us in prayer for God’s will to be done, 
“on earth as it is in heaven.” The mystics call this experience the 
contemplative life, where love and life cannot be fully appreciated 
through activity, knowledge, or feeling, alone or combined. This 
kind of kairos love is a conscious willingness to fully enter life, just 
as it is, regardless of circumstances.

As church leaders, our capacity to experience and then share 
that kind of love has been diminished because we have been 
trained to live in the bubble wrap of professional pastoring.

THE BENEFITS OF A BuBBLE WRAP PASTOR

Can you imagine a magazine advertisement for that kind of 
pastor? The ad would probably read something like this:

The bubble wrap pastor is one of today’s most popular 
ministry items. Bubble wrap pastors provide excellent 
protection for preaching to fragile, easily breakable people. 
And many in the congregation can find it fun popping the 
pastor’s bubbles when they are done with him or her.

Bubble wrap pastors were an accidental discovery by 
two theologians, the Rev. Drs. Ima Wolf and U. R. Pro, 
in the early Constantine period that revolutionized the 



The Cross and the Towel

xxvi

Church. With nearly two thousand years of Christendom 
technology, the bubble wrap pastor has been perfected for 
your pleasure. The bubble wrap pastor can be received by 
your congregation in either modernistic polyethylene resin 
or the postmodern transparent plastic film, depending on 
your theology. The key feature of the bubble wrap pastor 
is the evenly distributed air cushions, in the form of air 
bubbles trapped between two films of clear plastic, to offer 
the pastor shock and vibration protection while serving as 
your shepherd. 

Bubble wrap pastors vary in size and age, depending 
on the demographics of your faith community. They also 
are available as giant inflatable figures; the gargantuan 
inflatable bubble wrap creates a sense that your church is 
really important because of the television, radio, and media 
connectors installed in it. The giant-size pastor is guaranteed 
to increase retail traffic and allow for more active, year-round 
use of your facility. 

This bubble wrap pastor is really more inexpensive than 
you would think and offers the congregation several distinct 
advantages. It offers good protection for both the pastor and 
the congregation, so everyone can avoid honest conversations 
about the difficult issues of life. Most of our bubble wrap 
pastors are lightweight theologically, so even the dullest 
seeker can easily understand the sermon. Environmentally 
friendly, politically correct, and biodegradable, the bubble 
wrap pastor will not touch any difficult issues that may 
polarize the congregation. 

Bubble wrap pastors are readily available at theological 
seminaries, bible colleges, and, of course, other churches. 
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They can be easily purchased on the Internet from church 
suppliers with technologically advanced websites. Consider 
buying them in bulk, so you can provide bubble wrap pastors 
in every ministry specialty, including children, youth, single, 
young families, recovery, and seniors. For those churches 
that do not believe women should be pastors, there are 
now bubble wrap directors available. They do everything a 
bubble wrap pastor does but without the title! So buy today 
and save, save, save!

I don’t want to be a bubble wrap pastor. I am sure you don’t 
either. 

This book is about how to avoid being a bubble wrap pastor. 
It is designed to identify the roadblocks to liberating leadership 
in the contemporary church, provide inspiration to see God’s 
vision for leadership in the church, and offer instruction on the 
key practices of Jesus Christ as a servant leader that we need to 
incarnate in our lives as pastors within our parish setting.

HOW THIS BOOk IS ORgANIzED

The Cross and the Towel: Leading to a Higher Calling is 
organized in three sections. Part I speaks of the leadership crisis 
within our churches with an emphasis on our struggles with the 
predicament of power. Over the centuries within the universal 
Church, we have adapted and assimilated to the lifestyle and 
leadership ways of the world concerning power. It has provided 
for church leaders and their followers an unprofitable, self-serving 
preoccupation toward status, size, and stability. As a result, the 
habitual deficiencies of church leadership for the most part 
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have been thinking, speaking, and doing worthless things and 
justifying them in the name of God. I will provide not only an 
understanding of power in leadership, but also an outline of the 
three main imperfections that have distorted the gospel to the 
unbelieving world and distracted the church membership from 
fulfilling its God-given calling.

Part II focuses on the leadership challenge of leading with 
the cross and the towel. Whereas the first section speaks of our 
struggles with power, the second section provides the solution to 
the power issue. The solution, of course, is Jesus. We will focus 
on the critical metaphors related to his leadership style and the 
measurable impact Jesus had as a leader to others.

Part III zeroes in on the right kind of church leadership. 
For many church leaders this section will be the most beneficial 
because of the many practical applications. Each of the chapters 
will provide the essential characteristics needed for your ministry 
leadership to be in alignment with God’s kingdom. Each 
characteristic is supported by scripture, is consistent with the 
traditions of the ancient church fathers, and has been spoken of 
by the mystic followers of Jesus throughout the centuries. These 
steps of transformation are needed if we are to overcome our 
self-serving need to acquire or protect power and to look good, 
feel good, be right, or be in control. Unfortunately, too many 
church leaders have tried to increase or protect their power using 
pretension, compliments, flattery, manipulation, or maneuvering. 
Those are not God’s way. For the Church to be a witness “on earth 
as it is in heaven,” church leaders have to stop creating seekers in 
their own image and start creating disciples in the image of Jesus. 



Part I

THE LEADERSHIP CRISIS: 
LEADINg WITH THE SWORD 

AND THE SHIELD

“Almighty God, you have given us the grace at this time with  
one accord to make our common supplication to you; and you have 

promised through your well-beloved Son that when two or three 
are gathered together in his Name you will be in the midst of them: 
Fulfill now, O Lord, our desires and petitions as may be best for us; 

granting us in this world knowledge of your truth,  
and in the age to come. Amen.”

—St. John Chrysostom



John Chrysostom, considered one of the noblest Christian 
leaders who ever lived, was also a great preacher, priest, and 

later bishop in the Church. The world around him was crumbling. 
The Roman Empire was experiencing its very last breath as a 
world leader. The common people were more enamored with 
entertainment, particularly games filled with great violence. Along 
with his pastoral team at the cathedral, John Chrysostom fed the 
hungry, provided care for the orphans and widows, and taught the 
Word of God. Although a leader, John Chrysostom was a servant 
first. The people knew his heart and his deep passion for God. 
Thousands came to hear him speak. We are blessed because nearly 
twenty centuries later, we still have some of his sermons and his 
writings. In The Glory of the Priesthood, Chrysostom speaks of the 
two greatest dangers for church leadership: a desire for self-glory 
and leading for the praise of people.1

In the same way, Part I is a cautionary reminder to all of us 
in church leadership that we have a holy calling to inspire, equip, 
and encourage God’s people for God’s vision in a world that 
God deeply loves. Whether by adaptation of or assimilation to 
the world’s way, the contemporary church leader has lost focus to 
lead with God toward a higher calling “on earth as it is in heaven” 
(Matt. 6:10 niv).



3

1
Distorting Power

“The Powers are good.
The Powers are fallen.

The Powers must be redeemed.”
—Walter Wink

The world is replete with symbols. Symbols represent the 
connections between individuals, communities, and cultures 

learning about profound mysteries of the divine and ultimate 
realities of humanity. The Greek word, symballo, means “to throw 
together, to connect.” A national flag, for example, can be a 
symbol to connect the dots for a nation that believes in “liberty 
and justice for all.” A blindfolded woman holding balanced scales 
for the courtroom is a similar symbol of justice blind to status, 
gender, or any other form of discrimination. A wedding ring is a 
symbol of a loving, exclusive covenant relationship between a man 
and a woman. A symbol, fully appreciated, has a way of informing 
the head while inspiring the heart. 

The religious world is filled with symbols. In my Anglican 
world, every vestment, every candle, every color, and every 
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furnishing is a symbol that provides a connection between 
mystery and reality. Whether we spend our time in the sacred 
or the secular or in international spaces or domestic, we live in a 
world of symbols. 

A unique aspect of symbols is that we can only understand 
their meanings if we fully participate with others who place the 
same value on that symbol. For example, seeing the wedding rings 
on a married couple might indicate to you that they are legally 
married, but only those wearing the symbol can tell the depth, 
breadth, and height of the love between them. The national flag 
of the United States has greater symbolic meaning and evokes a 
greater visceral reaction for me than when I see the national flag 
of Brazil. I imagine the reverse would be true for Brazilian citizens 
seeing the American flag.

THE CROSS AND THE TOWEL

The two greatest symbols Jesus used to describe his ministry 
and the ministry he desired for his followers were the cross and 
the towel. These symbolic metaphors had different meanings 
throughout the centuries, but to the early followers of Christ, 
their meaning was power.

The cultural history of the cross is particularly distasteful. The 
cross was used as a painful form of execution, usually reserved for 
the worst offenders or those of the poorest rank in society. The 
cross was designed to inflict pain upon the recipient and create 
horror for the public. It was a vicious symbol of power.

In order to provide some order in volatile Palestine, the Roman 
leadership would flaunt their power with highly public executions 
upon the cross. The non-Jews viewed crucifixion as the worst 
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form of capital punishment, surpassing other horrible methods 
including being beheaded, eaten by wild animals, or burned alive. 
The Jews, based on Deuteronomy 21:23, viewed crucifixion as 
being cursed by God. There was no question that the Romans 
used the cross in acquiring and protecting their power over the 
Jews. The cross was a symbol of shame!1

THE CROSS OF JESuS

The word cross (stauros) appears twenty-eight times in the 
New Testament. Add the word crucify to the number and the 
total in the New Testament adds up to eighty-two references. 
At no time in these passages did the authors of the gospels or 
epistles deny the shame and humiliation of the cross. However, 
the paradox is that the cross used by the Romans to take life is 
the very same instrument God used to give life. The ironic reality 
is that the symbol of shame became to the Christian the symbol 
of salvation. In essence, the hatred exhibited by mankind became 
love demonstrated by God.

Theologically, the cross is the means by which God 
accomplishes our salvation while simultaneously demonstrating 
Jesus Christ’s sacrificial, self-giving, and saving love for humanity 
(Matt 26:28; Mark 10:45; 14:24; Rom. 3:25; Gal. 2:19–20; Eph. 
5:2). The cross, for the follower of Jesus, becomes the ultimate 
icon of the fundamental way in living the Christian life.

THE TOWEL OF JESuS

Like the cross, the towel became a symbol of love through 
servanthood. To understand why, consider this: Feet get dirty. 
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They are especially dirty if your main method of transportation 
is walking. In antiquity, the Nike walking shoe hadn’t been 
created, nor had the Ford Model T. All the common folk had for 
transportation were their sandal-covered feet. Most of the animals 
were used for packing luggage (supplies), and only the very 
powerful could afford chariot service. As a result, providing a way 
for travelers to wash their feet became an essential part of ancient 
hospitality. You can go as far back as Abraham to see the practice 
of washing the feet of travelers, feeding them, and allowing them 
time to rest (Gen. 18:1–8). Even the confused Lot, living in the 
soon-to-be condemned dwellings of Sodom and Gomorrah, 
offered hospitality to the two messengers by washing their feet 
and offering a place to stay (Gen 19:2). Most hosts, however, 
would not actually touch the feet themselves. They would provide 
slaves to wash the travelers’ feet (1 Sam 25:41), or simply provide 
the water so the guests could wash themselves. Superiors, after all, 
were unwilling to wash the feet of inferiors.

That is why one of the most noteworthy testimonies to Jesus’s 
servant leadership lifestyle appears in the thirteenth chapter of 
the Gospel of John. Jesus is meeting alone with his disciples just 
before his arrest and ensuing crucifixion. What we read in John 
13 changes everything we normally believe about positional 
leadership, demonstrated power, and relationships (John 13:3–
17). After a conversation with Peter about his reluctance to be 
washed by Jesus, Jesus demonstrates servant leadership through 
the towel: “So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, 
you also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have set you an 
example, that you also should do as I have done to you. Very 
truly, I tell you, servants are not greater than their master, nor are 
messengers greater than the one who sent them” (John 13:14–17). 
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You can certainly understand why Peter initially resisted. He 
felt unworthy and perhaps a little vulnerable. The sword and the 
shield, not the cross and the towel, formed Peter’s idea of power. 
Peter witnessed the religious leaders using their power to lord over 
others in the same deft way as the Roman magistrate or imperial 
soldiers. Whether this power to dominate others was wielded by 
words or weapons, it certainly had the same effect on people. But 
Jesus showed Peter and the other disciples that their assumptions 
of leadership and power were wrong. Power, in God’s design, was 
created for good. It was used to serve others.

One of the great temptations for church leaders is to be 
powerful. They often seek the prestigious position not because it 
is a calling of God, but due to a confusion of desires. But Jesus 
directed all of his followers to “take up your cross and follow 
me.”2 And after washing their feet, he taught his disciples to “do 
as I have done to you.”3 These symbols provide a more accurate 
measuring stick of leadership than a prestigious position.

WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE?

The Gospel accounts of Jesus provide a different way of 
leading. Following his resurrection, his followers engaged in the 
same leadership patterns. Reading the ancient church fathers on 
leading and following, you will see displayed the same blueprint 
as Jesus and his first-century apostles. The leadership ways of 
Jesus and the ways of the world to influence others are strikingly 
dissimilar. The sword and the shield provide a distortion to God-
given power. The cross and the towel endow us to fulfill our 
destiny as leaders.
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The Sword and the Shield The Cross and the Towel
Positional power Personhood power
For the sake of self For the sake of others
Followers follow out of fear Followers follow out of love
End justifies the means Means are important as the end
Insiders and outsiders Love neighbor as yourself
Kingdoms of this world Kingdom of God
Leaders who serve Servants who lead
Entitlement Humility

Both have power, purpose, and followers. But one will liberate 
life, and the other will limit life.

We have been created to live out the cross and the towel, but 
this is not an easy task, especially when the majority of the world 
is committed to leadership by the sword and the shield. The cross 
and the towel will provide to the world a gentle revolution of 
the present status quo of leadership. The cross and the towel will 
assist us in living “on earth as it is in heaven.” The cross and the 
towel will transform us into better church leaders. The cross and 
the towel will allow the church to be the Church and not simply 
an institution of religious education and social reformation. The 
cross and the towel are what the world is asking for in the Church. 
The cross and the towel are the answer to their prayers.

In the next three chapters, we will outline the three primary 
reasons why the Church has adopted the ways of the sword and 
the shield in leadership. It will be an uncomfortable journey for 
us but a necessary one. Repentance, the willingness to change the 
way we think about our thinking, is the first step forward. It is my 
prayer that we will all receive this message in the manner it was 
intended: filled with love, grace, and mercy.
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TABLE TALk

In this chapter, we observed the cross and the towel, the 
revolutionary service model of power that Jesus taught and 
practiced. We saw how even his disciples resisted his mission 
of service to others. The worldly concept of power, which uses 
the sword and the shield to control and protect power, can be a 
great temptation for church leaders. The following questions will 
help you to examine your attitudes about power and leadership 
in your own ministry. How do your own life experiences shape 
your current model of leadership? Ask yourself how closely your 
personal values and church practices align with Jesus’s way. 

1. What memories come to mind when you recall playing as a 
child? What leadership model do these activities represent? 
Who were your role models in this period? 

2. In adolescence, to what activities and interests were you 
drawn? How did they bring you attention and praise? What 
leadership model do they represent? Who were your role 
models in this period? 

3. As a young adult, what experiences influenced your choice 
to become a pastor? Who were your role models in this 
period?
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4. Based on your life experiences, what model of leadership 
most influenced and shaped your thinking—the sword and 
the shield or the cross and the towel?

5. Describe which symbols of your church ministry are most 
important to you. Why are they personally meaningful?

6. What symbols are most prominently displayed in your 
church? How have you communicated their history, 
importance, and meaning to your congregants?

7. In what ways have you helped your congregants distinguish 
the key difference between symbols and acts of secular power 
and the power of servant leadership?

8. How could you engage your congregants to more fully 
understand the symbolic meaning and unifying messages of 
the cross and the towel? How would you help them translate 
those symbols into thought and action in their own lives?

9. In what specific ways can you educate congregants and 
encourage them to actively discuss the challenges of guiding 
themselves to act as servant leaders in a world that recognizes 
and rewards secular symbols of success and power?




