Presentation: Leadership in War and Peace
Ken Heulitt
I fell in love with War and Peace at age 17 and have returned to it every decade since. It is a story of normal people in abnormal times, love and passion, childhood and old age, courage, cowardice and confusion. The backdrop of War and Peace is the surge of a million people from western to eastern Europe, and their subsequent rout and dissolution from east to west in the remarkable year of 1812. Three families live out the normal rhythms of life in the midst of this chaos

At age 17, the most memorable scene was the energetic Natasha’s great success at her debutante ball, and her resulting engagement to Prince Andrew. Or there was the naïve enthusiasm of the young cavalry officer engaged in his first confusing battle. Ten years later and soon after we were married, my wife remembers me lying on the sofa for hours engrossed in this big book. At that time, the best memory was the mature love of the now experienced cavalry commander Nicholas and the deeply spiritual heiress Mary as they met on her ravaged estate during the chaos of the French army’s advance.
You can tell I love War and Peace. But what does this story of romance, confused battles, and endless death and destruction have to do with leadership? Recently at age 57, I was struck by the patterns of leadership and the spirit of a deeply wounded nation unwilling to submit to its uninvited invader. Leo Tolstoy’s theory of leadership and heroism is on first reading a sidelight to the main plot line of the key families’ lives. But it is woven throughout the story, and the sage of Russia has some remarkable insights into his country’s spirit and the fuzzy nature of leaders.

First, I’d like to test your historical knowledge. Anyone, who was the leader of the French army?

Your historical knowledge is impressive. So, who was the Commander in Chief of the Russian Army before the gates of Moscow? Recall he was the general who reversed the inevitable tide of the great Napoleon and sealed his eventual demise. Anyone?
Don’t feel bad, I doubt that even if we had several historians in the room they would have gotten this one. Mikhail Kutuzov is the answer. One of Russia’s highest military awards is the Order of Kutuzov. 
The French army has penetrated deep into Russia before Emperor Alexander desperately appointed the 65 year old Kutuzov to save the country. The Russians fight one battle before Moscow, holding the field but losing half their army. Kutuzov wants to counterattack, but the reports of horrendous losses leads him to the only possible course – surrendering Moscow to save the army. 

Moscow’s citizens doggedly desert the capital instead of accepting the French yoke. There is no victorious entry for Napoleon, and soon the great wooden city begins to burn around the French. They occupy an empty, devastated shell. After 5 weeks, for no apparent reason, they begin to retreat along the route they had come. There are no major battles, but endless guerilla attacks and eventually the terrible winter cold. Only 40,000 of the Grand Army escape Russia.
Tolstoy presents Kutuzov as the real leader. Kutuzov “understands that there is something stronger and more important than his own will – the inevitable course of events, and he can see them and grasp their significance, and seeing that significance, can refrain from meddling and renounce his personal will.” Tolstoy’s concept of leadership is the opposite of today’s cult of personality - the grand CEO, the TV mega-church pastor, the imperial coach. While I don’t always agree with his approach, I believe it provides a powerful balance to our current leadership cult which highlights personality and the power of the Great One. Tolstoy’s leadership principles can be summarized as follows:
Principle 1: More Power, Less Control. The tables are turned on the Great Ones of history, they are controlled rather than being in control. “We need only penetrate to the essence of any historic event to be convinced that the will of the historic hero does not control the actions of the mass but is itself continually controlled.” Or another quote: “the higher a man stands on the social ladder, the more people he is connected with and the more power he has over others, the more evident is the predestination and inevitability of his every action. 

‘The king’s heart is in the hands of the Lord (Prov 21:1)’

A king is history’s slave.

History, that is, the unconscious, general, swarm-life of mankind, uses every moment of the life of kings as a tool for its own purposes.” 
I am the senior financial officer at MBI, but I really control very little. Can I make an accounting entry in Oracle? Could I close the books at month end, let alone year end? Could I accept a donation from one of our wonderful supporters, and prepare a receipt? Could I accept a fee payment from a student and enter it into the accounts? Have I spoken with even 100 of our 100,000 supporters? What do I really do? 

Or ask Dr. Easley about his control at Moody. It is one thing to lead a church with a staff and an elder board of 20. It is another to lead, change and grow an institution with 120 years of wonderful history, including some entrenched traditions and practices. 

Leading a large organization is like captaining a supertanker. Suppose we use a huge knife to cut the John Hancock building vertically down the middle, float it, and fill it with oil. Then we put the captain in this little cabin with a 200,000 ton 1000 foot vessel, and tell him to steer it and stop it. It takes miles to stop the thing. Yes, he has a rudder which can steer the ship, but the real pilot is the Lord Almighty, and he directs through his eternal decrees. Poor Napoleon. 
Again, the principle is more power, less control.

Principle 2: The Richness of the Body  - An organization is infinitely more complex than the actions of its leader. “To study the laws of history we must completely change the subject of our observation, must leave aside kings, ministers, and generals, and study the common infinitesimally small elements by which the masses are moved.” Of course, it is very difficult to understand the decisions and actions of the multitude, and much easier to try to define the group by its leader. We only have to look at the one to define the many. Napoleon is France, George Bush, or is it Barack Obama?, is the US, Jack Welsh is GE, Michael Easley is MBI. But this is lazy analysis, and fatally flawed. 
Principle 3: The good leader recognizes the richness and complexity of the team. He can do little; they can do much. Every part is important, and it is their infinitesimally small, and richly intertwined, actions which make up the well-functioning whole. Paul reminds us of this in 1 Corinthians: “The body is not made up of one part, but of many…. God has arranged the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he wanted them to be. If they were all one part, where would the body be?.... The eye cannot say to the hand, “I don’t need you!” And the head cannot say to the feet, “I don’t need you!” On the contrary, those parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and the parts that we think are less honorable we treat with special honor.”

Imagine a little bodily dialog. The eye is the visionary leader, resplendent in its ability to direct the whole organism. “Follow me, I see where we need to go.” But suppose he looks at the heart and says, “ we don’t need this bloody 10 ounce throbbing mass. What a mess.” This dishonorable, squishy 10 ounce member is indispensable to the body’s existence. The body can survive quite well without an eye, and some remarkable people thrive without both eyes. A healthy eye is important for a well functioning body, but the absolutely essential elements are a heart, a pancreas, an upper intestine.    
Notice that every part of the body has a vital role to play. The leader is not more important, but plays a different role. And each part leads in its area of expertise. The inability or loss of any part is debilitating to the body, whether it’s a strained knee ligament, a herniated disc, a lung tumor, or a cataract. A little malfunction gums up everything, and is anything but ‘little.’
Again, the principle is that the good leader recognizes the richness and diversity of the team.   
Principle 4: The good leader is one who listens and understands the spirit and skills of his people. He feels the trends and momentum of events, and gently nudges the team in harmony with those events and movements. The good leader knows the history of the organization, understands the skills and passions of his people, and engages their spirit. He values every one of them for the unique contributions which only they can bring. In the end, he knows he can do little, his people, in God’s hands, can do much. 
