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LIVING IN THE PARADOXES

the second chair is a complex and challenging role to fill, but you
probably already know that. You understand the tension of leadership
and the high-stakes game that goes along with it. Since you have picked
up this book, you know that serving in the second chair involves seasons
of frustration and stress as you try to follow your senior leader. Because
of your position and your natural temperament, you cannot be passive
about the future of your church or organization. At the same time, your
position seems to limit your ability to change things for the better. This
book is written for you, if you are looking for hope and direction as you
live with this sense of urgency and passion.

This is not just another leadership book. At times, we have felt great
exhilaration in discovering resources that helped shape our vision of a pre-
ferred future or offered a solution to a burdensome problem. We have
been frequent consumers of books, tapes, and conferences as a means of
improving our leadership. Yet we have often felt frustration or discour-
agement after using these resources because they were not aimed at us.
Their focus was the senior leader of the organization, the person who has
the freedom and relative autonomy that comes with this top position. In
the second chair, the amount of change you can initiate is limited because
you are not the vision caster, the lead leader.

You may have speculated, in moments of frustration or dreaming, that
things would be different if you could have the reins, just for a season. You
are sure that your communication style would be more effective, your han-
dling of staff issues would shine, and bold new initiatives would be
launched. You know that you would make the tough calls that need to be
made, and at the same time you would win the world with your charisma.
At some level, you may be chomping at the bit to move into the role of the
first chair. It is only natural that you feel this way; it is not a bad reflection
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on you or the leader that you follow. As one who is called to lead, it is sim-
ply the reality of how God has wired you.

Or you may never have imagined yourself in the first chair. You have
neither the desire to make the tough calls nor the charisma to charm the
masses. But you envision your organization becoming much more effec-
tive, much different than it is currently, and accomplishing far more as a
result. You know that you hold a key position, and you want to be part
of a great, enduring enterprise that is fulfilling its God-given calling and
potential.

Whichever scenario you identify with, the good news is this resource
has been written just for you! We want you to understand that you are
not alone. God desires to use this experience in the second chair as a
transforming season in your life. As you read this book, we hope you
become aware that God has a specific role for you to play, and incredible
potential for you to realize. This role challenges your ego, buffers your
speech, and keeps you anchored in your calling. It is a place of growth
and development, a place of real contribution, and a place that tests your
commitment. God wants your best wherever you are, no matter the cir-
cumstances, no matter the comfort level of your chair. To put it bluntly,
the chair in which you sit is not a La-Z-Boy! It is often the most uncom-
fortable chair in the room, but it can be deeply fulfilling.

What Is a Second Chair Leader?

A second chair leader is a person in a subordinate role whose influence
with others adds value throughout the organization. This is a definition
that we will break down and reinforce as we seek ways to put it into prac-
tice. Think about it: even though you are not in the first chair, your
actions can change the entire organization for the better. Of course, you
may struggle with the idea of subordination, or think it impossible to have
an impact throughout the organization. Each term in this definition has
multiple shades of meaning, but the second chair leaders with whom we
spoke consistently demonstrated this picture.

Second chair leadership is unique because it is not strictly based on the
power and authority of positional leadership. A person who is able to suc-
ceed by influencing others is a more effective leader than one who issues
edicts to be obeyed. Leading from the second chair requires this kind of
pure leadership because it seeks to improve the entire organization, from
the first chair to the last, without the formal authority of being the first
chair leader. Of course, most second chair leaders do have some degree of
positional authority. Those who thrive, however, find much of their suc-
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cess through influence and relationships. They bring a new perspective to
the powerful concept of servant leadership.

You do not have to be the number two person in an organizational
hierarchy to be a second chair leader. In fact, our definition can include
anyone who is not the lead leader. Every organization has a perceived
pecking order. In reality, your position may be tenth chair, or seventh, or
third. In nearly any position on the totem pole, you are a potential sec-
ond chair leader—a person in a subordinate role who has an opportunity
to influence others and add value throughout the organization. You alone
can choose how to develop and cultivate your influence for the benefit of
the congregation. Regardless of where you are on the leadership devel-
opment journey, there is room to grow and learn.

The distinction between hierarchical position on an organization chart
and true second chair leadership is illustrated in the executive branch of
the federal government. It is obvious that the president is the first chair
leader, and the vice president has the official second chair position. In
many administrations, however, the vice president’s actual role is relatively
insignificant. Which positions in the cabinet and the office of the presi-
dent are the key second chair roles? Who has the most influence in setting
and directing the national political agenda?

It depends. It changes from one administration to the next. Some of this
is driven by pressing national issues—the economy, domestic security,
international affairs—but the bigger determinant is the individual’s rela-
tionship with the first chair (the president) and the individual’s ability to
work with others to influence the broader political landscape. This is the
true picture of second chair leadership. A trusted chief of staff or press
secretary can be a powerful figure, even if his or her official responsibili-
ties and departmental budget seem to be much less than those of the sec-
retaries of the treasury or defense.

Of course, even the first chair leader answers to someone: a board, the
elders, shareholders, a bishop, the voters. Ultimately, in Christ’s Kingdom,
we are all in the second chair, submitting to Christ as the head. But for
those who do not occupy the top position, the ways to lead effectively are
distinctly different. These differences can be summarized in three apparent
paradoxes that second chair leaders encounter throughout their careers.

Three Paradoxes in the Second Chair

A second chair leader’s unique role involves a special set of tensions. Any
leadership position has challenges that stretch the individual, but these gen-
eral stresses are not our focus. The unique tensions for a second chair arise
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because the expectations he encounters appear to be incompatible, or even
contradictory. He is expected to be a bold initiator and faithful follower,
a creative thinker and detailed implementer. The ongoing challenge is to
do a variety of tasks and do them well. Being called upon to wear so many
hats can be perplexing and stressful. We describe these tensions as the three
apparent paradoxes of second chair leadership: subordinate-leader, deep-
wide, and contentment-dreaming. They are paradoxes because at first
glance they seem to be mutually exclusive. But our contention is that these
pairs do not represent either-or choices. Rather, effective second chair lead-
ers need to live within each paradox and master both ends of the spectrum.
Some may experience the tension of one paradox more intensely than
another, but all three paradoxes are woven into the fabric of being a sec-
ond chair leader.

In Built to Last, Jim Collins and Jerry Porras contrast the “Tyranny of
the or” with the “Genius of the and.” They explain that businesses trapped
by either-or thinking are not nearly as successful as those that insist on
finding a way to achieve both-and (Collins and Porras, 1994). Some com-
panies decide they must choose between producing a high-quality product
or one that is low-cost, but those that find a way to do both have long-
term success. Some church leaders believe they must focus on evangelism
or on discipleship, on reaching new members or on caring for the current
flock. The ones that have enduring impact for the Kingdom discover a way
to accomplish both-and. In the same way, effective second chair leaders
discover the genius of the and in each of the three paradoxes.

The first is the subordinate-leader paradox. For many of us, our mental
model of leadership involves having complete freedom to set direction and
determine actions for ourselves and the organization without any “inter-
ference” from a supervisor. From this perspective, any submission to
another person is less leaderlike. Effective second chair leaders do not have
this sort of zero-sum view of organizational responsibility. They know that
two heads are better than one, and that the first chair is not an adversary.
They are able to lead without being at the top of the pyramid. Most impor-
tant, they understand that their authority and effectiveness as a second
chair stem from a healthy, subordinate relationship with their first chair.

The second challenge is abbreviated as the deep-wide paradox. Second
chair leaders have specific roles that are narrower and deeper in scope
than those of the first chair, yet they need to have a broad, organization-
wide perspective. Some who struggle with this paradox resent the restric-
tions of their role as being too narrow, or they see the more detailed dirty
work as being beneath them. At the other extreme, some excel at their
specific tasks but fail to see the big picture. If an issue arises, they always
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see it from the viewpoint of how it affects their ministry. Narrow leaders
may have trouble negotiating the informal relational networks that are
leveraged by second chairs who seek to have a broader impact on the or-
ganization. Effective second chair leaders develop the skills to be both
deep and wide.

The final paradox is described by the tension of contentment-dreaming.
Being the second chair does not mean giving up on individual or corpo-
rate dreams. But a dream cannot be allowed to become shortsighted ambi-
tion, nor can it be positioned in competition with the plans of the first
chair. Second chair leaders intentionally seek to shape the organization’s
direction and mesh their individual dreams with the broader vision. They
understand that an apparent detour from their dream may be short-term
and even a catalyst to fulfilling their God-given potential. Successful sec-
ond chair leaders are able to maintain contentment with the present with-
out losing their sense of God-given calling for their future.

The three paradoxes represent daily tensions for a second chair leader.
These are not tensions she chooses but the reality of her position and tem-
perament. Although each paradox is present to some degree for every sec-
ond chair, a leader’s specific situation or personality may lead to extra
stress in one of the three. In the pages that follow, you will meet an ex-
ecutive pastor whose hard lessons in his initial second chair role enabled
him to embrace the subordinate-leader paradox when he returned to a
similar role years later. Another executive pastor found the deep-wide
paradox to be the essence of second chair leadership as he frequently
stepped into interim and special-project roles, all the while keeping the
big picture in mind. You will meet the copastor of a church plant who
nurtured God’s vision for several years while faithfully serving in an ear-
lier, challenging ministry setting. She learned that contentment and dream-
ing can coexist. You will be introduced to a visionary leader who wrestled
with all three of the paradoxes as he used his exceptional musical gifts.

The second chair requires a special leadership lens that brings clarity
to the challenges of the three paradoxes. The lens must be trifocal, allow-
ing you to focus on how you manage your relationships (subordinate-
leader paradox), your work habits (deep-wide paradox), and your
emotions (contentment-dreaming paradox). As you see and understand
more clearly the tensions experienced in the paradoxes, you will be bet-
ter equipped to navigate your way through them. Being better equipped,
you will become a better leader, making a more significant contribution
to God’s Kingdom.

Being a second chair leader is full of challenges, but they are not insur-
mountable. As you will see in the stories of successful second chairs, it is
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possible to discover the genius of the and. They are loyal subordinates and
high-impact leaders. They accomplish their specific responsibilities with
excellence while maintaining a broad perspective and seeking the best for
the entire organization. They find contentment and personal growth in
their present role while continuing to listen for how God plans to use
them and see them prosper in the future. It is these paradoxes that we
explore throughout the remainder of this book.

The Importance of Second Chair Leaders

Is a book specifically for second chair leaders really needed? One simple
answer is, “Do the math!” It is obvious that the population of second
chair leaders is much larger than that of first chair leaders. This fact alone
makes a strong case for designing resources for second chair leaders.

The real reasons, however, are much deeper. For any organization to
function at its highest level of performance, it must have effective leaders
in second chair roles. A compelling explanation of this point comes, again,
from management expert Jim Collins. His research in Good to Great
shows that the organization operating as “a genius with a thousand
helpers” will not have sustained success (Collins, 2001). Organizations
that follow this philosophy have many people in second chair positions
who are not allowed to be leaders. In contrast with this model, Collins’s
research shows that organizations should focus first on building a strong
and broad base of leadership. In other words, second chair leaders need
to be in place and allowed to lead if a church is going to have enduring
success.

In our interviews, we found many second chair leaders who made a sig-
nificant contribution to their organization, in a variety of ways. Kim Miller
took the idea of using the arts in worship and developed a creative, inte-
grated worship experience that has become a central part of Ginghams-
burg Church’s identity. Warren Schuh led a major restructuring of Calvary
Community Church that was “like turning a DC-3 into a 747.” Dian
Kidd’s pragmatic nature played an important role in bringing Union Bap-
tist Association’s blue-sky thinking back down to earth. Glenn Smith was
the driving force as Sugar Creek Baptist initiated and developed a church
planting movement. Can second chair leaders make a difference in their
organization? These stories, and others you will read, show that they can
have an organization-shaping influence. As Preston Mitchell, of Fellow-
ship Church in Dallas, said, “There are people gifted to be second chair
leaders. We are the people who make it happen, and it is a joy to do it.”
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We recognize that you might consider your current position to be an
intermediate point in the leadership journey. You might use a less positive
description for “intermediate point”; perhaps you consider it an unneces-
sary, unproductive delay. Your gifts and your sense of calling point toward
a “better” chair—either a first chair role or a second chair position with
considerably more responsibility. One purpose of this book is to encour-
age you to be patient and learn as much as you can in your current role.
Too many leaders focus all their energy on moving to the next chair as
quickly as possible, and they miss the opportunity to develop their gifts
in the current chair.

After Mike completed his master’s degree in business, he was convinced
that a first chair business role was the only goal worth pursuing. At one
critical decision point in his career journey, he sought guidance from a
trusted advisor. Over the course of several conversations, this man helped
Mike see that his personal dreams and strengths might be best suited for
a number two role rather than the corner office. This became a liberating
idea that allowed God to continue redefining Mike’s ambitions and his
identity. Whatever your current or future chair may be, you can learn
valuable lessons today that will have long-lasting benefits. An attitude of
contentment and a desire to learn are foundational elements of effective
second chair leadership.

Second chair leadership, as we have defined it, is also biblical. Few
books on leadership emphasize the concepts of subordination, adding
value for the benefit of others, and developing influence without formal
authority. But this is exactly the style of leadership that is modeled by
Jesus and repeatedly taught in the New Testament. It is the style of lead-
ership needed in the church. Bill Hybels, senior pastor of Willow Creek
Community Church, says, “There is nothing like the local church when
it’s working right” (Hybels, 2002, p. 23). We would add, “And when it’s
working right, the attitudes and practices of second chair leadership are
firmly in place.” Simply stated, today’s churches and businesses would
have far fewer problems if the leaders—first and second chair—adopted
these traits.

Second Chair Leaders in the Church

This book is written first and foremost with the church in mind, but the
concepts of effective second chair leadership are applicable in any or-
ganization. This includes nonprofits and for-profits, volunteer-based orga-
nizations and businesses with paid employees, multilayered enterprises
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and smaller ones. If your organization involves at least a handful of peo-
ple, it is likely to have one or more second chair leaders.

When we look at a congregation, we encounter the same problems as
in a business plus a few added wrinkles. A congregation is a complex
entity because it includes both paid and volunteer leaders who have
diverse opinions about the organization’s ultimate purposes and the best
means for achieving them. A business has a bottom-line to measure
against, but what is a congregation’s bottom line? In the same way, the
who and how questions of congregational leadership can be very confus-
ing. Some congregations cannot answer the question, “Who is the first
chair leader?” In other churches, the pervasive culture insists that only
ordained clergy can be leaders. Still others find it difficult to make a major
decision because of a confusing structure or cumbersome approval
process. Effectively leading the average congregation in America is every
bit as challenging as corporate leadership. Unfortunately, the church has
been slow to accept the need for a higher level of leadership from an
expanded base of leaders.

It is no wonder, then, that the majority of congregations in America are
struggling. The flat or declining attendance trend of many congregations
and burnout among clergy are clear indicators of a problem. Lack of a
broad, effective core of leaders is a critical factor in this stagnation. Yet
the implicit approach that many churches employ is a variation of the
“one genius” model. The senior pastor imparts all the ideas and is respon-
sible for giving direction, and the members and other staff are expected
to accept and implement. For the church to further grow in its redemp-
tive potential, a new wave of second chair leaders is essential, men and
women who work in concert with their first chair leaders to accomplish
the mission that God has placed before them. The potential second chairs
who are waiting in the wings need to step forward, and the first chairs
need to encourage and empower them.

Effective second chair leaders in the church understand God’s vision for
their congregation, and they embrace it wholeheartedly. They are able to
see ways to accelerate progress toward the vision. They can design and
implement new ministries and overhaul old ones to keep the congregation
on track. They can share the vision with others and expand the founda-
tion of committed leaders and followers. They can lift the leadership bur-
den from the first chair without usurping authority.

The same needs and opportunities exist outside the church as well.
Denominational entities, parachurch ministries, and businesses need to
increase the depth of their leadership bench. The lead leader needs other
capable leaders if the organization is to accomplish its vision. Any entity

8 leading from the second chair

c01.qxd  7/20/05  5:28 PM  Page 8



that seeks to increase its impact and its effectiveness needs second chair
leaders.

The World’s Greatest Second Chair Leader

“You shall be in charge of my palace, and all my people are to submit to
your orders. Only with respect to the throne will I be greater than you”
(Genesis 41:40).

There it is, the climax of the story! It is one of the greatest comebacks
ever! Do you remember the young man who was known by his brothers
as a dreamer, the one who wore the beautifully ornamented coat given to
him by his father to signify his status as most favored? This young, arro-
gant dreamer was thrown into the bottom of a well and sold into slavery
by these same brothers. Then, as a foreigner and former prisoner, he
attained a rank of leadership that no other Hebrew in all of history has
enjoyed. We do not know all that happened to Joseph, only what the
Scripture reveals. But this is enough to show that his journey included
some of the lowest lows and highest highs that life can offer.

For Joseph to finish as he did, a light bulb must have turned on some-
where along the way. There must have been a season when he discovered
the meaning of second chair leadership. As a child in Canaan, Joseph
showed no understanding of subordination; he expected his older broth-
ers to bow to him. Nor did he grasp the subtleties of influencing others;
all he needed to do was run to his daddy to get what he wanted. It was
certainly not on his agenda to add value to the organization of Jacob and
Sons, Inc.; he only cared about himself.

Life as a slave and as a prisoner taught Joseph many lessons. He was
in a foreign land with a foreign language. He was no longer the favored
son in his household. He had no position of authority. To survive this
harsh environment, he had to find a way to set himself apart. So with no
other choice, Joseph grew up. He apparently learned quickly and retained
these lessons for the rest of his life.

What did Joseph learn and apply that set him apart? What principles
can we glean from this great leader to foster our growth and development
as second chair leaders? What can we learn from him that will strengthen
and encourage us in our journey of service to our God? As we share from
our personal experiences and those of others, we also seek to learn about
the challenges and opportunities of second chair leadership from one of
the best second chair leaders of all time, Joseph.

Wherever you serve, we hope that you will be inspired to honor God
in all your ways. We pray that God will enrich your day-to-day living as

living in the paradoxes 9

c01.qxd  7/20/05  5:28 PM  Page 9



you find greater purpose and motivation to lead and serve in His King-
dom. Joseph discovered a much greater purpose in Egypt, and we have
found joy in discovering God’s purposes in our own second chair roles.

Reinhold Niebuhr’s “Serenity Prayer” is an apt prescription for any sec-
ond chair leader: “God grant me the serenity to accept the things I can-
not change, courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know
the difference.” As you read the chapters that follow, we hope you will
learn from some of our mistakes, and find reassurance and encouragement
in others. Now that you know the end of the story, let’s see what it takes
to realize the full potential of effective leadership in the second chair.
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