
The Making of a Leader  
by Robert Clinton 

A Letter to Dan, the Intern 
Dan was a seminary student, in his late twenties, who felt God had called 
him to be a missionary to the Chinese. During his second year in seminary, 
he became restless with all the study involved and wanted to get out there 
where the action was. With this in mind, he dropped out of seminary and 
went to Hong Kong for a nine-month internship.[1] Things did not turn out as 
he had hoped. He was asked to do academic research into Chinese history 
and culture, but the job description was fuzzy. His supervisor was rarely 
available.[2] 

Dan wanted to be involved in ministry among the Chinese, but he knew 
very little of the Chinese language. He started an English class with several 
Chinese. Mainland China was also beckoning. Perhaps he should quit his 
internship and pursue these efforts. He felt perplexed, even frustrated. It 
was at this point, about halfway through his internship, when I wrote to him. 

Dear Dan, 

Your prayer letter was a welcome treat. Marilyn and I always enjoy hearing 
from you. I was delighted to hear of your situation. I see great potential for 
inner-life growth. It’s great when we realize we are in God’s training 
program. He always adapts the curriculum to fit us. Talk about long-range 
development! God has that in mind as He tailors every person’s curriculum 
individually to suit His work in their lives. You are going through a required 
course just now. You probably thought you were signing up for an elective 
course—but not so. 

One of my areas of study, research, and teaching is that of leadership 
emergence theory. Leadership emergence theory forces you to look at a 
lifetime with long-range perspectives. When you step back and view a 
person’s life history telescopically, you see things that you may otherwise 
miss. Let me suggest four things I see happening in your situation. I do not 
say these things dogmatically, but offer them as insights that may help you 
see more clearly God’s present working in you. 

First, some necessary background so you’ll understand my language. 
Leadership emergence theory begins with the concept of formulating a 



timeline. A timeline study for each individual is unique. However, when you 
see enough timelines, you notice some overall general patterns. The 
following is an idealized general pattern synthesized from a study of many 
individual patterns. Though it is not true specifically for anyone, it does give 
a functional framework. Notice that there are five development phases. 

 
Sometimes, though rarely, there is a sixth phase called “Afterglow” or 
“Celebration.” In real life, the development of Phases III and IV often 
overlap, though I show them here in a sequential pattern. 

In Phase I, God providentially works foundational items into the life of the 
leader-to-be. Personality characteristics, both good and bad experiences, 
and the time context will be used by God. The building blocks are there, 
though the structure being built may not be clearly in focus. Character traits 
are embedded. These same traits in mature form will be adapted and used 
by God. Many times the personality traits later will be seen to correlate with 
the spiritual gift-mix that God gives.[3] A retrospective view during the 
convergence stage makes it easier to clarify just how the foundational 
issues correlate with mature leadership. Usually the boundary condition 
between Phase I and Phase II is the conversion experience (or an all-out, 
surrender commitment) in which the would-be leader aspires to spend a 
lifetime that counts for God. 

In Phase II an emerging leader usually receives some kind of training. 
Often it is informal[4] in connection with ministry. The leader-to-be learns by 
doing in the context of a local church or Christian organization. The basic 
models by which he learns are imitation modeling[5] and informal 
apprenticeships,[6] as well as mentoring.[7] Sometimes it is formal training 
(especially if the person intends to go into full-time leadership) in a Bible 
school or seminary.[8] Sometimes, during the academic program, the 
person gets ministry experience. Superficially it may appear that ministry 
training is the focus of this development phase. But closer analysis shows 
that the major thrust of God’s development is inward. The real training 
program is in the heart of the person, where God is doing some growth 
testing. This testing is what I think is happening to you in Hong Kong. 

In Phase III the emerging leader gets into ministry as a prime focus of life. 
He will get further training, informally through self-study growth projects[9] or 
nonformally through functionally oriented workshops and so on.[10] The 



major activities of Phase III are ministry. The training that goes on is rather 
incidental and often not intentional. It is the ministry that seems so all 
important! Most people are anxious to bypass Phase II and get on with the 
real thing—Phase III, ministry. That appears to be your case. You are 
anxious to get to ministry with the Chinese. 

The amazing thing is that during Phases I, II, and III God is primarily 
working in the leader. Though there may be fruitfulness in ministry, the 
major work is that which God is doing to and in the leader, not through him. 
Most emerging leaders don’t recognize this. They evaluate productivity, 
activities, fruitfulness, and so on. But God is quietly, often in unusual ways, 
trying to get the leader to see that one ministers out of what one is. God is 
concerned with what we are. We want to learn a thousand things because 
there is so much to learn and do. But He will teach us one thing, perhaps in 
a thousand ways: “I am forming Christ in you.” It is this that will give power 
to your ministry. Phase IV will have this “you-minister-from-what-you-are” 
emphasis. 

During Phase IV the leader identifies and uses his gift-mix with power. 
There is mature fruitfulness. God is working through the leader using 
imitation modeling (see Hebrews 13:7-8). That is, God uses one’s life as 
well as gifts to influence others. This is a period in which giftedness 
emerges along with priorities. One recognizes that part of God’s guidance 
for ministry comes through establishing ministry priorities by discerning 
gifts. 

During Phase V convergence occurs. That is, the leader is moved by God 
into a role that matches gift-mix, experience, temperament, and so on. 
Geographical location is an important part of convergence. The role not 
only frees the leader from ministry for which there is no gift, but it also 
enhances and uses the best that the leader has to offer. Not many leaders 
experience convergence. Often they are promoted to roles that hinder their 
gift-mix. Further, few leaders minister out of what they are. Their authority 
usually springs from a role. In convergence, being and spiritual authority 
form the true power base for mature ministry. 

In the long haul, God is preparing you for convergence. He is conforming 
you to the image of Christ (see Romans 8:28-29), and He is giving you 
training and experience so that your gifts may be discovered. His goal is a 
Spirit-filled leader through whom the living Christ ministers, utilizing the 



leader’s spiritual gifts. The fruit of the Spirit is the mark of the mature 
Christian.[11] The gifts of the Spirit are a mark of a leader being used of 
God. God wants that balance. His approach is to work in you, and then 
through you. 

During all the development phases, God processes a person by bringing 
activities, people, problems—you name it—into his life. We call 
these process items. God’s ultimate purposes for these process items I 
have explained earlier. In studying people’s lives, we have been able to 
identify and label some of the process items. One is an integrity 
check.[12] Usually this occurs in the Inner-Life Growth phase and in the 
early part of the Ministry Maturing phase. I sense that your Hong Kong 
internship is an integrity check. A successful integrity check results in a 
stronger leader able to serve God in a wider sphere of influence. 

An integrity check tests inner character for consistency. Will you follow 
through on a commitment? Perhaps God is using your time in Hong Kong 
to let you see if you will persist in your desire to minister to the Chinese. It 
is one thing to make a decision in the heat of the moment (or quietness as 
the case may be). It is quite another to serve for a lifetime. Perhaps what 
God is saying to you through this experience is the message of Jeremiah 
12:5: “If you have raced with men on foot and they have worn you out, how 
can you compete with horses? If you stumble in safe country, how will you 
manage in the thickets by the Jordan?” 

Isolation is another process item. Several times in a leader’s life the leader 
may be set aside. Usually this process item is seen in the Ministry Maturing 
phase and Life Maturing phase. These times can occur because of crises, 
illness, persecution or discipline, self-choice, or providential circumstances. 

Why? (I know you’re asking that!) Isolation process items are used by God 
to teach important inner leadership lessons that could not be learned in the 
pressures and activities of normal ministry. God has to get your attention 
first. Then He teaches. 

I see God processing you with a form of isolation. Yours is a cross between 
self-choice and providential circumstances. In those forms of isolation, God 
desires to teach one or more of the following lessons: 

• A new perspective on ministry 
• Rekindling of a sense of destiny 



• Flexibility in openness to new ideas and change 
• Broadening through exposure to others 
• Inner convictions from the Word 
• Guidance 

Your part is to respond to this isolation processing and identify the lessons 
that God has for you in it. 

A ministry task, which usually occurs in Phase II, is an assignment from 
God in which the leader is tested on some basic lessons. Upon successful 
completion of the ministry task, the leader is usually given a bigger task. 
You can see this process item in the life of the biblical leader Titus. I also 
saw it in the life of Watchman Nee, a Chinese leader. I point out these and 
other examples in my self-study manual on leadership emergence theory. 

Ministry tasks can be formal or informal. They may look as if they are 
assignments from somebody or due to your own self-choice. But sooner or 
later, if a person is open and sensitive to God’s processing, there is 
recognition that God really gave the assignment. Hence, ultimate 
accountability is to Him. Ministry tasks involve getting experience, gaining 
knowledge, or doing things that will bring out character and giftedness. 
Often the “little-much” principle stated in Luke 16:10 is operating. Can you 
be faithful in little things? You may not see the importance of small tasks 
now, but can you do faithfully what is given you? If you can, then you’ll be 
given greater things. If not, God will have to teach the same lesson again. 

Your English class in that Chinese home may well be a ministry task from 
God. He will teach you lessons about yourself and your love (or lack of 
same) for the Chinese. It will be experiential learning dealing with your 
sphere of influence.[13] Can you learn to influence a small group because of 
who you are (your modeling of your life with Christ) and what you teach? 
Your research project involving study of Chinese culture and history also 
may be a ministry task. Be faithful in accomplishing it. God may be giving 
you information that He intends to use with you later. 

Ministry tasks are not always clear-cut and easy to see. But they are 
stepping stones to other ministry. Your job is to do them as unto the Lord. 
When you are in a church or Christian organization and have influence in it, 
you will see this all the time with younger emerging leaders. As a matter of 
fact, you will probably deliberately use it in the testing and training of 
leaders-to-be. 



Perhaps the key issue in all of this is submission. Are you willing to submit 
to God’s purposes right now for you? Anyone can submit to something he 
wants. Submission is tested only when the thing is not desired. Learning 
submission could be the most important reason God has taken you to Hong 
Kong. It is one thing to know what God’s will is; it is another thing altogether 
to know the timing (both what and when). From what I see, you are not 
ready yet for a full ministry. God is not in as big of a hurry as you and I are. 
He is more interested in shaping you and me first. Submission is an 
essential leadership lesson. 

Some suggestions: 

Work on submission. I just returned from a seminar in New Zealand. As I 
was talking about my growth projects, one of the participants gave me 
these words from Andrew Murray, a great South African Christian. 

1. He brought me here. It’s by His will I am in this straight place. In that fact I 
will rest. 

2. He will keep me here in His love and give me grace to behave as His child. 
3. Then He will make the trial a blessing, teaching me the lessons He intends 

for me to learn. 
4. In His good time, He will bring me out again—how and when only He 

knows. So let me say: I am (1) here by God’s appointment, (2) in His 
keeping, (3) under His training, and (4) for His time.[14] 
At the time I didn’t see exactly why he gave them to me. But after reading 
your letter, it became clear that they weren’t for me as much as they were 
for you. As I was thinking this morning, I was prompted (by the Holy Spirit I 
believe) to send them along. 

Read the chapter on “Time” in Principles of Spiritual Growth by Miles 
Stanford.[15] It has something to say to you right now, where you are. You 
are in a hurry to get on with ministry. Particularly note the quote concerning 
the difference between a squash and an oak tree.[16] 

Wait on the Lord. He will lead in a plain path in His time. 

Talk to my friend Steve Torgerson. He is an “evangelical free missionary” in 
Hong Kong. He is going through isolation because of Chinese language 
study. He has been superbly trained by God. His multi-apprenticeship is a 
form of informal training that has been used by God to equip him for 
ministry. But he can’t do it yet because of the language barrier. He knows 



what you are going through. Spend some time with him. Cultivate his 
friendship and seek his advice. He’ll be a good sounding board for you. 

Read the story of J. O. Fraser who served in China (Behind the Ranges by 
Geraldine Taylor). He was prepared by isolation.[17] I think you are ready for 
it now. God will meet you as you read. 

Well, I was just going to write a little letter and it has turned out to be quite 
an epistle. If you were here, I wouldn’t hesitate to talk and share these 
things—so why not by letter? The apostle Paul did such things. 

A colaborer with you, 

Bobby Clinton 
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