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1

one

Being mean

I don’t consider myself to be a mean person. And I don’t think most 

people around me would say I’m mean. I like to think I’m good 

with people. I’m mostly an extrovert. I’m a neck hugger. I regularly 

tell people I love them. I try to draw people out and show them I 

care. Of course I’m not perfect, and I have been known to act or 

speak in ways God might not always be proud of, but I like to think 

meanness is not a major characteristic of my personality.

Are you a mean leader? You may have picked up this book 

thinking I was going to give you permission to be a mean person. 

Frankly, though, there are too many mean leaders out there today. 

And, believe it or not, this is true especially in ministry! Regardless of 

where we all are on the mean spectrum, being mean about the vision 

is not about being mean to people. In fact, it’s exactly the opposite.

 Being mean about the vision is not about being 
mean to people. in fact, it’s exactly the opposite.
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B e i n g  m e a n

Having a vision statement is just a small slice of the pie. It’s one 

thing to say we have a vision. It’s another thing to live it out. That’s 

where being mean about the vision comes in.

 it’s one thing to say we have a vision. 
it’s another thing to live it out.

My prayer through our time together is that God would give 

you a vision not only for your life but also for the organization you 

lead. My prayer is that God would also give you the clarity and the 

strength to be as mean as you need to be—until God does every-

thing He wants to do in and through you and your organization.

in My Journal

I’ve always found that writing in a journal helps me better 

absorb the events of a busy day, along with the new ideas I 

encounter. Throughout this book, I’ll offer some questions 

for reflection that will help you apply the key principles in 

each chapter. I hope you’ll take some time to consider how 

these ideas might play out in your organization.

	 u	Does everyone in my organization know our vision?

	 u	Is everyone passionate about the vision? Why or why not?

	 u	Where are we going?

	 u	Where do we want to go?

	 u	How can we take everyone with us?
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13

t wo

it all starts 
with Vision

My wife, Tricia, and I, along with our then six-month-old daughter, 

Hannah, moved to metro Atlanta in 1999 to start a new church. As 

it is with any new vision, I was scared to death, but I had so much 

fire in my bones I couldn’t be quiet or sit still. The longer we don’t 

act on a vision out of fear, the greater the odds are that the vision 

will die in us. I was afraid that would happen to me, so even though 

I didn’t feel like I was ready, my family and I took the leap anyway.

We really didn’t know anyone in Atlanta. And really, did 

Atlanta need another church? You can spit and hit a steeple there. 

But regardless of its public image, metro Atlanta is not the buckle 

of the Bible Belt anymore. Most churches are not growing there. 

Statistics show that like most regions, most people don’t attend 

church regularly there.1 Our family knocked on countless doors 

and talked to hundreds of people in order to see if this was true. 
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27

i t  a l l  s t a r t s  w i t h  V i s i o n

things up and scrape along, limping after a weak or second-hand 

vision. God knows what He wants for us, and He wants to reveal it 

to us. Are you willing to wrestle with Him until He gives it to you 

and then have the faith to jump?

in My Journal

	 u	What is God’s vision for me? Have I wrestled with God 

until it has become crystal clear?

	 u	If not, how can I pray until this happens?

	 u	What does success look like for me? Why?

	 u	What is the difference between a good idea and a God idea?

00-01_BeMeanAboutTheVision_INT.indd   27 5/17/16   2:09 PM

29

three

Vision and suCCess

I truly believe that any organization can be successful if three key 

points are in place: if an organization’s vision is clear, if it is com-

pelling, and if there is consistency over time. Put another way:

Success = Clear Vision + Compelling 

Communication + Consistent Direction

This means that vision is the deal breaker or deal maker! In 

his book Built to Last, Jim Collins discusses research findings on 

the principles that allow companies to be successful over the long 

haul. His research shatters many of the common myths about what 

makes organizations successful over time.1 I want to take just a 

minute to highlight his findings, but then apply my own experi-

ence in debunking these myths.
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37

V i s i o n  a n d  s u C C e s s

there is no vision, remember, the people perish and cast off 

restraint! Without vision, there is no compelling reason to take the 

next hill. “Beating the competition” will not suffice for a vision. 

Neither will satisfying everyone, having a snappy new attraction, 

or even growing.

If we give in to the myths above, we will spend our days trying 

to fix things that won’t fix things. We will waste our days and our 

energy trying to make things better, only to realize our work has 

been futile.

On the flip side, think about it: Isn’t it encouraging to know 

that we don’t need to have a revolutionary idea that no one has ever 

thought of to be successful? Isn’t it encouraging to know that we 

don’t have to be the best communicator or charismatic leader in 

the world? Isn’t it encouraging to be reminded that we don’t have 

to do it like someone else is doing it? Isn’t it encouraging to know 

that people leave because of the vision not just in the absence of 

one? Everything rises and falls on vision. If we get that right, and 

we stick to it, everything else is secondary.

in My Journal

	 u	What myth about vision have I tended to buy into?

	 u	What do I need to do to debunk this myth in our 

organization?

	 u	What is the most encouraging truth about these myths?
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four

a Vision we’re 
willing to die for

It sounds dramatic, but let me ask you a question: Would you be 

willing to die for your vision? If not, please don’t skip this chapter. 

You’re probably not ready for the rest of this book. Why? If your 

vision ever has a chance of becoming a reality, it must be such deep-

seated moral conviction that you’re willing to do anything to see it 

through. You must believe the vision is even bigger than you. As 

leaders we need to know that at some point in the future, we will be 

asked to risk everything for the vision. Roll the dice. Bet the farm. 

Sacrifice it all. The vision must be that important.

To discover a vision we’re willing to die for, we should first 

believe that God has revealed His unique purpose for our lives 

and the organizations we lead. As we discussed at the beginning 

of this book, we must believe God has given the vision to us to 

steward well. If we believe that God has spoken to us and called 
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a  V i s i o n  w e ’ r e  w i l l i n g  t o  d i e  f o r

the world at? To get there, you have some very tough decisions ahead 

of you. As the vision becomes clearer, it will be just as important that 

you decide what not to do as it will be what you’re going to do. You 

cannot be all things to all people. You’re not going to reach every-

one. You’re not great at everything, but you can become great at one 

thing. That’s good news! To be successful, we only need to become 

experts at one thing. The less we do, the greater our odds of success.

Our focus will largely determine the level of our success. Talent 

is not enough. Busyness does not equal effectiveness. Discipline 

and focused intensity over time is where it’s at. A disciplined, 

focused organization is an attractive organization. People want to 

be part of something that’s headed in a clear, compelling direc-

tion. People begin to take notice. People begin to sign up. That 

one thing your organization does best—that unique vision worth 

living and dying for—that’s the center of our bulls-eye. Now that 

we are focused, you know what our primary responsibility is every 

day we get up? Keep everyone else focused on the bulls-eye! This is 

the really hard work of leadership. Welcome to the next level. The 

air is thinner up here!

 our focus will largely determine 
the level of our success.

in My Journal

	 u	What am I good at? What are my gifts?

	 u	What can I be the best at?
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	 u	What one thing does my organization do better than any 

other?

	 u	Would I die for the vision? Why or why not?

	 u	What are some things my organization could benefit 

from not focusing on?
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fiVe

keePing the  
Vision aliVe in me

Bill Hybels, pastor of Willow Creek Church, was the first person I 

ever heard use the phrase “vision leaks.”1 When I first heard those 

words, I remember thinking: Wow, does it ever! Vision just has a 

way of losing steam over time. People and organizations try to do 

too many things. They bite off more than they can chew. They get 

busy. They get distracted. They lose their passion, get discouraged, 

and want to quit. Vision leaks! We had better recognize it and be 

proactive about it. So what do we do?

Let me tell you a story. My family loves the beach. I think my wife 

Tricia would live there if she could. By there, I do mean literally on 

the beach. And our kids are perfectly content playing all day on the 

beach every day of vacation. Especially when the kids were smaller, 

it wasn’t enough just to carry towels, sunscreen, and snacks to the 

beach. We had to carry toys, including shovels and sand buckets with 
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k e e P i n g  t h e  V i s i o n  a l i V e  i n  m e 

remember one moment when I was walking out of a real estate clos-

ing with a large check from the attorney in my hand, and thinking 

I wish I was hanging out with some of those students right now. Then 

I thought, What’s wrong with me? It turns out nothing was wrong 

with me. God was doing something right in me.

Later, I remember sitting at McDonald’s with some friends one 

Sunday after church, telling them, “Wouldn’t it be cool to start a 

church where the whole church was filled with people like those 

who fill our Sunday-school class?” That conversation led to many 

more conversations and later confirmation that God was calling 

me into vocational ministry. The year I quit the real estate business, 

I was the top-selling agent in the county. That meant little to me 

though. I had been given a vision. That vision still sets the course 

and direction for my life today.

Do you remember when God first called you? Do you remember 

how passionate you were? What would it look like for you to return 

to that place? What would it take for you to return to the water 

for a new supply of vision? Before we can cast the vision to others, 

we have to begin with ourselves. Remembering your passion, and 

refreshing your spiritual discipline, will plug your personal leak. 

Return to the source of the vision to fill up your bucket again. Once 

you do, everything gets easier from there.

in My Journal

	 u	Is the vision hot or cold in me? Was I ever more 

passionate than I am now? Why or why not?
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	 u	Could my pace be silently killing off the vision in me?

	 u	If so, what can I do about it?

	 u	How can I keep the vision alive in me on a consistent basis?

	 u	Does the vision dictate my day? Or does my day dictate 

the vision?
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six

keePing the Vision 
aliVe in others

Most of us overcomplicate the vision. The best thing to do, though, 

is to keep it simple. We ought to be able to tell someone all about it 

in ten seconds. The vision shouldn’t be longer than a sentence. Why 

is this so important? No one will remember much more than a sen-

tence. We aren’t the only ones who need to remember the vision. 

Everyone else has to have a grasp of it too. If it is ever going to be 

successful, everyone needs to be able to both remember it and share 

it with others. A vision is only as strong as it can be shared and 

applied.

Having a vision is the starting point, not the finish line. Our 

next leadership task is to pass it on so that others can make it their 

own. That means the vision must be clear, compelling, and consis-

tent. This may be one of the toughest tasks when it comes to vision.

Let me give you a bad example. I found this church mission 
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k e e P i n g  t h e  V i s i o n  a l i V e  i n  o t h e r s

in My Journal

	 u	Is the vision in danger of becoming stale in our 

organization? How can I keep it fresh?

	 u	Does everyone in our organization know what we value?

	 u	How are we holding each other accountable to what we 

value?

	 u	How can we circle the wagons more in our organization 

to re-cast the vision?

	 u	In what ways can we communicate the vision more 

creatively? Both verbally and visually?
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se Ven

identifying a 
Vision hiJaCker

First, the bad news: no matter how clearly, consistently, or cre-

atively we communicate the vision, some people just won’t get it. 

Sometimes they will not want to follow. Sometimes they will wan-

der. They will have their own ideas—their own agendas. Sometimes 

they’ll even try to hijack the vision!

I don’t know how you were raised, but I was told never to pick 

up hitchhikers. That may sound mean, because after all, hitch-

hikers obviously need a ride. Why not stop to pick them up? Simply 

because, historically, hitchhikers have often become hijackers. 

They’ve knocked the driver in the head and seized the wheel of the 

car, and taken both car and driver somewhere against their will. 

The word hijack means “to seize by force or threat of force.”1

Hijacking happens in organizations every day. The leader gets 

knocked out of the driver’s seat, and the vehicle is taken somewhere 
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six

keePing the Vision 
aliVe in others

Most of us overcomplicate the vision. The best thing to do, though, 

is to keep it simple. We ought to be able to tell someone all about it 

in ten seconds. The vision shouldn’t be longer than a sentence. Why 

is this so important? No one will remember much more than a sen-

tence. We aren’t the only ones who need to remember the vision. 

Everyone else has to have a grasp of it too. If it is ever going to be 

successful, everyone needs to be able to both remember it and share 

it with others. A vision is only as strong as it can be shared and 

applied.

Having a vision is the starting point, not the finish line. Our 

next leadership task is to pass it on so that others can make it their 

own. That means the vision must be clear, compelling, and consis-

tent. This may be one of the toughest tasks when it comes to vision.

Let me give you a bad example. I found this church mission 
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k e e P i n g  t h e  V i s i o n  a l i V e  i n  o t h e r s

in My Journal

	 u	Is the vision in danger of becoming stale in our 

organization? How can I keep it fresh?

	 u	Does everyone in our organization know what we value?

	 u	How are we holding each other accountable to what we 

value?

	 u	How can we circle the wagons more in our organization 

to re-cast the vision?

	 u	In what ways can we communicate the vision more 

creatively? Both verbally and visually?
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se Ven

identifying a 
Vision hiJaCker
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because, historically, hitchhikers have often become hijackers. 

They’ve knocked the driver in the head and seized the wheel of the 

car, and taken both car and driver somewhere against their will. 

The word hijack means “to seize by force or threat of force.”1

Hijacking happens in organizations every day. The leader gets 

knocked out of the driver’s seat, and the vehicle is taken somewhere 
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i d e n t i f y i n g  a  V i s i o n  h i J a C k e r

in My Journal

	 u	How can I discern the difference between a critique and 

a criticism in my organization?

	 u	How can I be more discerning in identifying potential 

vision hijackers?

	 u	What might the potential fallout look like when a vision 

hijacker is not dealt with?

	 u	How can I deal with potential hijackers, while displaying 

care and compassion?
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eight

keePing the Vision 
from Being hiJaCked

One of the main goals of this book is to save you some of the pain 

I’ve experienced. So what are the choices we can make now to save 

us pain and vision drift later? How can we proactively keep the 

vision from being hijacked?

Be carefuL With neW Leaders

First of all, as I learned with my friend Don, we need to be very 

careful about who we allow into leadership in our organizations. 

Leadership is a privilege, not a right. Tenure does not guarantee 

leadership, but it does make it a safer bet. The old adage “hire slow 

and fire fast” applies most to leaders. We need to be slow in placing 

people into positions of power.
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k e e P i n g  t h e  V i s i o n  f r o m  B e i n g  h i J a C k e d

in My Journal

	 u	What role does vision play in my discussions with 

potential leaders?

	 u	With whom do I need to have a courageous conversation 

regarding the vision? Why?

	 u	How and when will I do it?

	 u	How will I balance grace and truth? Speak the truth in 

love?
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nine

when it’s not 
working out

So what do we do when things just don’t get better? What do we do 

when we’ve confronted, we’ve been clear, we’ve given honest feed-

back? What do we do after we’ve coached and challenged, and been 

honest with a team member, and nothing changes? That is the sub-

ject of this chapter.

I have spent a large part of my life in school. I graduated from 

high school fourteenth in my class. I have a BS in business admin-

istration. I have a master’s degree from seminary. The coursework 

covered a lot of topics. But did you know that in all of my classes, 

we never once talked about how to respond when things weren’t 

working out with an employee? Not one time did we ever talk about 

how to release someone—how to fire someone. I wish they had!

No one ever told me how to do it. No one ever helped me pre-

pare for those times when I would hire someone and then realize it 
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the weak link. Every day we tolerate them and don’t deal with their 

issues, people begin to wonder: Does our leader recognize what’s 

going on? Are they oblivious to the weak link? Courageous conver-

sations build credibility within a team. Dealing with mediocrity 

earns respect. The team knows that we are there for them, to make 

the tough calls and place the vision’s health above personal com-

fort, including our own.

in My Journal

	 u	If I were starting the organization today, would I re-hire 

everyone who is currently on our team? Why or why not? 

If not, who?

	 u	Right now, if I had to write down the name of someone 

who is at risk of being released from our organization, 

who would it be? Why do I think so?

	 u	Do I really believe that releasing someone from our 

organization could also benefit them? Why or why not?

	 u	What could potentially keep me from releasing 

someone who needs to be released?
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ten

getting BaCk on traCk

So here’s a question some of you have been waiting on for the entire 

book. What do we do when we look up and realize the vision has 

drifted? How do we transition an entire organization back on track 

when it has lost its way? I’ve had to do it, and it wasn’t easy, but we 

pulled it off! I’ll share with you how in the pages that follow.

A few years ago, when I recognized the need for some changes 

in our church’s culture, I knew I was up against a great task. No one 

likes change, after all, unless it’s their idea. This was our challenge 

as I saw it: For about a decade, there’s been an ongoing debate about 

whether a church should be attractional or missional. Basically the 

two words describe the church’s paradigm for reaching new people. 

Should we ask people to come gather with us, or should we go to 

them and de-emphasize the large gathering? To me that argument 

has always been a little foolish, because I believe the answer is, both! 

The church should invite people into our gatherings, whether it’s 

in a home or a large building, for worship and community—then 
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g e t t i n g  B a C k  o n  t r a C k

in My Journal

	 u	What changes need to be made in our culture?

	 u	Who would I begin with and how would I start gaining 

support of change in our organization’s culture?

	 u	When and how am I tempted to give up on the vision?

	 u	Take some time here to map out a rough draft of the 

transition process to get things back on track. Include 

key people, events, and meetings.
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Pleasing the 
right audienCe

Every day we live on the stage of life. We know people are watching. 

We perform. We work. We act. We bring our best effort and skill. 

We want to make an impact—to be discovered, noticed, or even 

famous. We want to have a platform. We want to be recognized as 

successful, and to hear the world’s applause. Usually we’re doing 

what we’re doing with a particular audience in mind. One of the 

most eye-opening things we can discover about ourselves as leaders 

is which audience we’re trying to please, and why.

Who are you trying to please? Why are you doing what you’re 

doing? Do you have a chip on your shoulder trying to prove 

someone wrong? Or are you competing with someone or another 

organization? Are you trying to please all your church members? 

Your key givers? The board? A committee? Stakeholders? Maybe 

you’re just trying to prove something to yourself. Or perhaps 
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P l e a s i n g  t h e  r i g h t  a u d i e n C e

Him. He’s cheering for you. I’m cheering for you too, if that helps! 

I wrote this book because I care about you—about leaders. And 

leaders who’ve gone before you are cheering for you too. We all 

realize what’s at stake: this is about God and His vision. And that’s 

why we’re mean about the vision.

The writer of Hebrews said it this way:

Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of wit-

nesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that 

so easily entangles. And let us run with perseverance the race 

marked out for us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and per-

fecter of faith. For the joy set before him he endured the cross, 

scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne 

of God. Consider him who endured such opposition from sin-

ners, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart. (12:1–3)

We believe God has spoken to us. We can’t quit on this before 

God is done with us. Make a pronouncement right now. You’re 

not going to quit until you know God has accomplished His 

vision through you. Live to please an audience of One. Don’t lis-

ten to naysayers or the vision hijackers. Live for His purposes and 

finish well.

in My Journal

	 u	Who or what drives most of my leadership decisions?

	 u	Do I care too much about what people think? Why or 

why not?
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	 u	How can I better differentiate the critiques from the 

criticisms?

	 u	What adjustments do I need to make in my life to live 

more for an audience of One?
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t welVe

releasing the  
Vision to a new leader

If you have never considered leaving your post of leadership, you 

don’t need to read the pages that follow. If you never get restless or 

feel trapped in your position, stop reading. If you never think you’ll 

retire (or die for that matter), you don’t need this chapter. If you 

want the vision to be built around you and then die with you, close 

the book now. But if you believe the day will come when you will 

need to pass the baton and release the vision of your organization 

to another leader, then this chapter was written just for you.

We’ve agreed that the vision does not belong to the leader. 

The vision always belongs to God. The leader is only a steward, or 

manager, of the vision. His or her responsibility is to steward that 

vision under God’s leadership, in a way that God desires, for as long 

as God desires. Therefore, sooner or later, leaders have to recog-

nize that the vision must outlive them for it to be successful long 
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r e l e a s i n g  t h e  V i s i o n  t o  a  n e w  l e a d e r 

I am so glad I made the decision to hand the vision off to some-

one else at just the right time. I stewarded the vision well up until 

my last day, I finished well because I was mean about the vision 

until the last day on the job. That’s your job too!

Like it or not, you are serving right now in an interim position. 

How will you steward the vision beyond you? Will the vision outlive 

and outlast you? Are you planning now to leave? Are you planning 

your exit? You should. It’s the best thing you could do for the vision. 

That’s what I did, and I’m proud to say the vision has outlived me. 

My prayer for you is that God’s vision would outlive you. Isn’t that 

what you want?

in My Journal

	 u	When was the last time I wanted to quit? Why?

	 u	If I could do anything to my organization before leaving, 

without fear, what would it be?

	 u	What is my plan for the vision to outlive and outlast me?

	 u	What decisions am I making now that could work 

against that?

	 u	What decisions do I need to begin to make now to 

prepare my organization to love beyond my leadership?
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