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MISBEHAVING MONARCHS AS LEADERSHIP MODELS?

BY BARBARA J. ESSEX

The stories of Israel’s rulers
make fascinating case studies for
leadership issues. The challenges
they faced are not so different from
our own: political, social, and
economic crises; balancing public
and personal roles and
expectations; and the
consequences of unwise choices.
Leaders are called upon to make
tough decisions at times. So what
can we learn from ancient Israel
that can inform our own
leadership?

The monarchy grows out of a
crisis in Israel—settling into the
Promised Land turns out to be
much more difficult than the folks
thought. Joshua’s able leadership
gives way to a period of judges —
charismatic women and men
empowered by God to respond to
a particular crisis. The people grow
increasingly frustrated with God’s
choices as the leaders become
problematic — think Jephthah and
Samson. Both are skilled warriors
but lack character and integrity.
The people’s request for a ruler
marks a major paradigm shift from
total reliance on God to reliance on
human acumen. The people’s
request is not just about how to
deal with their neighbors; it’s also
about their attitude towards God.
The request implies that human
leadership is the answer to what
ails the nation. However, what we
find out at the end of the
monarchy is that Israel’s problem
wasn’t simply political; it was
spiritual.

Change

The monarchs are faced with
matters relating to change, conflict,

and power. The wise know
that the only constant in life is
change. Many leaders try to
manage, avoid, redirect, or stem
change. The wise leader finds
ways to embrace change and to see
the opportunity in it. For example,
Samuel (though not technically a
monarch, he is called upon to
exercise leadership in the wider
Israelite community) is an “old
school” leader; that is, he
continues the kind of leadership
the early judges exhibit. Samuel is
outdone when the call for a ruler is
made; he takes the request as a
personal affront to his leadership.
Once God assures him that it’s
okay to honor the people’s request,
Samuel is passive-aggressive in the
ways that he undermines Saul.
Samuel calls and anoints Saul, then
withholds pertinent information
and publicly demeans him. Samuel
doesn’t hide his anger and
disappointment; his actions are
mean-spirited and lack
compassion. He is unwilling to
give the new model of leadership a
real chance.

Conflict

Conflict is another aspect of
leadership that appears in the
biblical stories. Conflict is often
disruptive and painful. Many
leaders are afraid to face conflict
and to do the hard work of seeking
resolution. Many think conflict will
just disappear, but it never does.

Conflict, when dealt with
constructively, can lead to
communal innovation, renewed
passion, and deeper commitments.
Conflict is often equated with
confrontation, and many leaders
are afraid of confrontation. Leaders
want to be liked and see
confrontation as a risk they are not
willing to take. For instance, David
misuses his power when he sends
for and has sex with Bathsheba. To
complicate matters, David
engineers the death of her
husband, Uriah, when she
becomes pregnant by David. When
Uriah  dies, David marries
Bathsheba and thinks he’s gotten
away with adultery and murder.
But the prophet Nathan confronts
David and helps him to see the
errors of his ways. David repents
but still has to live with the
consequences of his actions.
Nathan is creative in the way he
confronts David; Nathan tells him
a story. Nathan wuses David’s
reaction as an object lesson about
his character and leadership.

Power

The Bathsheba episode also
illustrates the challenge of using
power responsibly. Power, the
capacity or ability to get something
done, has a bad reputation because
of the ways leaders use it. David
abuses the power he has as leader
and monarch. Regardless of how
we interpret the episode with
Bathsheba — whether David rapes
her or she consents to have sex
with him - there is a layered
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power differential that cannot be
ignored: David is male in a male-
oriented culture; he is the monarch
charged with protecting his
people, including Bathsheba and
Uriah; he is a servant of God who
is to honor the teachings and
tradition of the covenant. David,
normally constrained and
controlled, breaches his
relationship with God and with
God’s people.

It's Not About Us

These are only a few examples of
the lessons we can learn from
ancient Israel’s monarchs. In
addition to lessons on what not to
do, they also teach us some
positive things: engaging regularly
in worship and prayer is essential
for leaders to stay connected to a
bigger  story and  picture.
Leadership is not about us, but
rather about God and what God is
up to in the world. Self-care is
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important. God cannot work
through us if we are not our best.
Conversation partners are critical
as we reflect on who we are and
what we do. We need to surround
ourselves with people we trust to
give us constructive and honest
feedback about our leadership.

So, we can learn from those
misbehaving monarchs, but let us
be mindful that the whole
leadership enterprise is not about
us; it’s all about God!
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