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1

Who’s Holding  
Your Ladder?

I stared out the window while I waited for someone to call me 
into the sanctuary. I was a featured speaker at a conference at 

Evangel Church in Queens, New York. As I meditated on the points I 
wanted to cover, something in the street below diverted my attention.

A man stood on a ladder painting—not that uncommon a sight. I 
smiled, remembering my student days in Bible college. I had spent my 
summers doing that kind of work. Yet I couldn’t take my eyes off the 
man. For several minutes I watched his graceful motions as he moved 
his brush across the surface.

“Who’s holding the ladder for him?” I wondered aloud. I couldn’t 
see all the way to the street level.
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As I stood in pastor Robert Johansson’s study, I kept thinking of 
that question. Someone had to be down there bracing the painter’s lad-
der although I couldn’t see him. My impression was made while I stared 
down from about eight floors above street level. As I watched the man 
paint the exterior wall, I noticed he could cover only a limited area. He 
stretched as far as he could to the left and then to the right and even 
reached above his head. As I observed him, it occurred to me that he 
was only going to the height that he was comfortable in climbing or 
reaching.

What would allow him to go higher? I asked myself. I could see that 
he stood on an extension ladder, so he could go higher—and he would 
have to if he wanted to finish the job. If the ladder reached the top of 
the building, he still needed one thing. He had to have someone on the 
street level to hold his ladder steady while he worked.

By himself, the painter couldn’t 
go any farther. He had stretched 
and reached and done everything 
he could by himself. He had to 
have help. 

As I watched his graceful 
strokes I thought about that ac-
tion in leadership terms. It struck 
me that, whether in management 
or systems, the effectiveness of a 
leader depends on the person or 
persons who hold the ladder-those 
who are in support roles. 

Then another thought struck 
me: Those who hold the ladders are as important as the leaders themselves.

My mind wouldn’t let go of that image. As I stared out that window 
in Queens, I kept thinking, No leader gets to the top without those down 
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below who hold the ladder. I craned my neck trying to see the street level, 
but I never could see who held that ladder.

Then I smiled as my mind shifted to the symbolism of leadership, 
success, and people in enabling roles. Those who faithfully support from 
the bottom are often unseen. That doesn’t diminish their importance 
or the need for them. It does mean that even though their ministries 
or their positions are every bit as important as the painter on the top, 
sometimes they do their work unnoticed. Sometimes God may be the 
only one who knows who’s holding the ladder.

I took the idea even further. I 
began to think of the ladder as the 
symbol of the dream—the vision 
of the leader—and, of course, that 
makes the painter the visionary. 
Once the visionaries start up their 
ladders, ministry can be large and 
far-reaching or narrow and con-
fined. The visionaries could have all 
the training possible, the most ex-
pensive equipment, years of experience and knowledge about painting, 
a wealth of expertise and unlimited passion for what they’re doing, but 
that’s not the deciding factor. The ladder-holder determines the height 
of the ladder-climber. “That’s it!” I cried out. “Those who hold the lad-
der control the ascent of the visionaries.”

Ladders and Leadership
Long after I left the conference in New York I continued to dwell on 

that idea. I considered how that concept applies to leadership in busi-
ness or in the church. Immediately, I remembered three examples, or 
paradigms. I first heard them delivered as part of a powerful message by 
Pastor Gerald Brooks, from Grace Outreach Center in Plano, Texas. At 
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a large conference I attended, he pointed out that there are three ways in 
which we do ministry. 

The first way is to do everything ourselves. That’s how a number 
of leaders try to function, especially when the congregation is small. 
Eventually the realization hits: That’s too much work.

The second way is to hire it out. Some churches pay others to take 
over part or all of the load. That’s too much money.

The third way is to develop others to do the ministry. Some leaders 
teach people how to do the tasks. That’s too much time.

Pastor Brooks pointed out that 
he had given us three paradigms 
and all of them had drawbacks. 
“What is the wise thing to do?” he 
asked.

Obviously, the answer is the 
third option—to develop others. 
However, too many church lead-
ers get so busy painting at the top 
of their own ladders, they don’t 
realize how much help they need. 
They don’t realize the importance 
of developing ladder-holders until 
they’re sixty feet above ground and 
they start to look down. Because 
they didn’t teach others to hold the 
ladders for them, a few visionaries 
have fallen. Others have burned out 

from overwork and trying to do everything themselves. Some have sim-
ply quit trying. “It’s just too hard,” they say, “and too lonely.”

When I used the term developing others, I carefully chose that 
word instead of training. There is a vast difference between training 
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people and developing them. Training focuses on tasks; developing 
focuses on the person. Training is uni-directional; developing is om-
ni-directional. We train people to become receptionists. When we’re 
finished, they’re good receptionists and they do their tasks well. We 
have not developed them so that they are ready to move into other 
positions.

God never intended for the local church to be a one-person orga-
nization. That takes us back to the concept of developing leaders. If we 
don’t develop and equip others, we’re never going to have the kind of 
ladder-holders we need—especially when we want to climb to the high-
est rungs.

Perhaps the best way to show how this works is to consider the 
contrast between projects and people. We leaders need ladder-holders 
most when we make the jump from 
activities to working with individu-
als. Projects involve policies, pro-
grams, buildings, ideas, or systems. 
Those are fairly stable and easily un-
derstood. We can usually control the 
variables.

When we move beyond projects, 
not only have we made a major leap, 
but we also need to change our way 
of thinking. We can’t treat people 
the way we treat ideas or activities. 
Obviously, most people are egocen-
tric and more concerned about them-
selves than with others. That is, they don’t naturally care about 
serving God or others. That’s something they have to learn in their 
growth process. Realizing that fact about human nature forces us 
constantly to scramble for new answers. We need to help those we 
develop to:
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• understand their purpose,

• grasp why their roles are important,

• cope with disappointment as well as with success,

• ignite their passion, be inspired to reach their fullest potential.

Some leaders feel as if they’re progressing because action is going 
on. They point to the commotion and noise level around them. In real-
ity, they may be going backward. Having many activities isn’t always 
advancing. The proof comes when the tumult ceases. That’s when people 
realize the action has been taking them backward.

For example, this happens when leaders move from projects to peo-
ple. Because they’re not set up or taught to deal with people, they end up 
going back to the projects. That is, they end up managing rather than 
leading. We lead people, but we manage things.

Sometimes trying to move from 
projects to people ends in messy scan-
dals, deep-seated anger, and serious re-
criminations. Many things are happen-
ing—even good things—but they don’t 
extend the kingdom of God or enable 
Christians to grow spiritually.

Too many of those who call them-
selves leaders are actually good at proj-

ects. They can visualize what needs to be done. They are aware that 
unless the waters miraculously part, they’ll need to build a bridge to 
take them across the Jordan River. They’re often conscious of the need 
to get to the other side of the river while everyone else is enjoying the 
water. They grasp the problems involved in making a structure strong 
enough or wide enough. Too often, however, they don’t know how to get 
it done because they don’t know how to work well with people. They’re 
aware only that they need a bridge built, and they can’t understand why 

We lead people,  
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everyone doesn’t volunteer and pitch in to accomplish the task. They are 
project leaders. 

If they don’t have excellent people 
skills, they focus on managing oth-
ers—putting individuals into jobs to 
get the task completed. They have little 
concern for the talents or interests of 
those who are doing the task. “Just get 
it done,” is the first sentence in their 
vocabulary.

This shows a crucial difference in leadership. Project leaders see the 
need, and we admire their concern to get things finished. They’re not 
very concerned about who does what, so long as they get the bridge built 
and the Ark of the Covenant and all the priestly equipment get carried 
safely across the Jordan.

In short, dealing with projects is easier; dealing with people is more 
difficult.

By the time the project leaders 
set up camp on the east side of the 
Jordan, someone begins to realize that 
doing projects and building bridges 
aren’t what really counts. They need 
bridges, of course, but they realize that 
the priorities are wrong. In the end, 
God’s kingdom matures and stretches 
through people being edified, appre-
ciated, and developed. In God’s eyes, 
people count more than bridges, eleva-
tors, escalators, or ladders. All projects need people—but they need 
the right kind of people. They especially need the committed, talented 
workers to build the bridge correctly.
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The Right Ladder-Holders 
For days after I left Pastor Johansson’s church, I thought about the 

ladder-holders. I’ve been around thousands of leaders, both in the mar-
ketplace and in ministry. I’ve come to one foundational understanding: 
The most important decision leaders make—no matter whether it’s to 
build a bridge across the Jordan or erecting ladders to scale the walls of 
enemy strongholds—is selecting the right helpers. If they don’t have the 
right people holding the ladder, the project will fail.

In the church, we need to choose leaders who are involved, active, 
and already showing their commitment to Jesus Christ by their involve-
ment. In business, we need the same kind of dedication. When we look 
at the qualities we seek, however, before anything else, we need to start 
with integrity.

Does that sound obvious? It may not be. I have a friend who became 
pastor of a church where they had a board of fifteen elders. Annually, 
the congregation elected five elders who served three years. That sound-
ed fine, but the problem my friend faced was the election of those five 
elders each year.

He felt frustrated because most of the elders didn’t attend Sunday 
school and yet they made decisions about the educational programs. 
Several of them didn’t tithe, and yet they were the people who made 
decisions about church finances. Three of them attended church about 
once a month and spent more Sundays on the golf course than at wor-
ship, and yet they made the decisions about evangelism and outreach.

“Why did you elect him?” the pastor asked about one elder.

“To honor him. He’s been in this church all his life and his daddy 
was an elder.”

“He is one of the best businessmen in the city and people respect his 
decisions,” said another. “He can help us make good decisions.”
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“If we make him an elder,” was another response, “maybe he’ll get 
active as a leader.”

“Get him active as a leader,” my friend countered, “and then make 
him an elder.”

It took my pastor-friend two more years of the church electing el-
ders for him to get across the need for integrity. It took another two 
years before he had a church board that functioned with vision and 
commitment. By the end of the fifth year of his ministry, he had people 
in leadership who faithfully worshiped every week and who gave at least 
ten percent of their income. Some taught Sunday school, sang in the 
choir, or participated in study groups. All of them had proven them-
selves in some form of ministry before they became elders. In short, they 
were people of integrity.

Why is this quality so crucial? 
The answer is that ultimately, the ful-
fillment of the vision depends on the 
people who support the ladder of the 
visionary leader.

Here’s an example of how this 
works. I can change the light bulb in 
the ceiling in my living room. That’s 
not a big problem because all I need 
is a six-foot stepladder. I can stand on 
whatever rung I need to reach the fix-
ture. I don’t need anyone to hold my 
ladder.

What happens if the bulbs on the outside that illuminate my drive-
way need changing (they are two stories up from the ground)? I can’t 
change them from inside the house or by leaning down from the roof. 
The only way to get the bulbs changed is to use a twenty-foot ladder.

Ultimately, the 
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To stand twenty feet above the ground on a piece of wood eighteen 
inches by six is scary enough. What happens if the ladder begins to 
sway? What happens if I get up there and reach just an inch too far to 
the left? Yes, I need someone to hold my ladder.

A situation like that actually happened to me. One evening we had 
invited friends over to celebrate the birthday of our daughter, Rachel. 
She had turned eighteen. My wife Brenda had worked hard getting the 
house ready for guests. Earlier in the week she had given me a few out-
door chores to do, and one of them was to change the floodlights. I had 
forgotten to do that task.

Fifteen minutes before our first guests were due, I went to snap on 
the outside lights and they didn’t come on. Then I remembered: I had 
forgotten to put in a new bulb.

“I’ll get it done,” I yelled as I raced 
into the garage, grabbed a bulb, and 
pulled out my fold-up, handy dandy, 
Home Depot ladder. I set it up next to 
the garage. Then I turned around and 
looked at the distance from the ground. 
Until that moment, I hadn’t realized 
how high the light was from the ground. 
I was experienced in climbing up and 
down ladders, so I shrugged. Just one 
bulb—no big deal—and I started climb-

ing. About two-thirds of the way up, I felt the ladder begin to wobble—
just a little—but enough that I knew it wasn’t safe to keep going. 

“Rachel! Come and help,” I called. “I need you to hold the ladder for 
me.”

My daughter came outside and stared at me, not sure what she was 
supposed to do. She leaned forward with an arm on each side. I smiled 
at her naiveté.
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“No, you have to hold this so that when I get up to the top the ladder 
doesn’t wobble and cause me to fall.”

I came down and asked her to stand in front of the ladder. “Now you 
curl your toes at the bottom.” I showed her how.

“These are my new shoes!”

“What do you want?” I asked and laughed. “Do you want scratched 
shoes or a father with a broken leg?”

She wanted to run in and change shoes first, but it was almost time 
for guests. Impatiently I said, “No. Right now I don’t care about your 
shoes. Just hold the ladder.”

She held the ladder just as I had shown her. When I reached the 
top, however, the old bulb broke as I was unscrewing it, and the metal 
section stayed in the outlet. I had to climb down the ladder, hurry inside 
the house, turn off the breaker, and grab pliers to unscrew the metal 
residue.

When I went back up, Rachel faith-
fully held the ladder. (She didn’t scuff her 
shoes.) As I came down, I realized the 
importance of what she had done. To my 
daughter, holding the ladder had seemed 
like such a meaningless chore. To me, it 
was a safety issue. I would not have been 
able to change that light if she or someone 
had not held my ladder.

As I put away my equipment, I 
thought, that’s the way it works in the 
church and in the business world. The higher we need to go, the more 
important ladder-holders become. It was one of those great moments of 
insight to me. I’ve always valued people, but in that instant, I realized 
the absolute necessity of seeking, recruiting, and training individuals to 
hold ladders or do any other leadership function.
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Since that day in Queens, the message of holding ladders has be-
come increasingly significant to me. As I travel around the country, I 
sometimes ask, “Who is holding your ladder?” I’m convinced that all 
successful painters who are able to reach high on the building do so be-
cause of those below who are steadying them while they work and fulfill 
their vision.

Those who insist on doing everything themselves can still paint—
but not very high and not very effectively. And because they insist on 
doing it themselves, it’s not very safe or sensible.


