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ONE

The Enemy’s Greatest 
Strategy— Leaderdrift

E t tu, Brute?” Translated from Latin, this means, 
“You too, Brutus?” These are commonly thought 
to be the final words of Julius Caesar, the dictator 

of the Roman Empire. He was assassinated on March 
15, 44 BC, by sixty conspirators who were led by Marcus 
Junius Brutus, more commonly known as Brutus. These 
final words came as Caesar was being stabbed to death 
and realized that the attack had been orchestrated by 
one of his closest and dearest friends, Brutus. The sixty 
conspirators were made up of men from the Senate who 
wanted to end the rule of Caesar. They had become ex-
tremely jealous of his popularity and power. They did not 
agree with the decisions he was making politically, and 
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they did not want him to gain more power by becoming 
an emperor.

This violent moment was undoubtedly the culmina-
tion of countless suspicious thoughts, whispered ideas, 
and a previously unthinkable plan. Sixty men in the 
Roman Senate, the most important deliberative body on 
earth at the time, took action they likely hadn’t contem-
plated only weeks before. How many malicious conversa-
tions had taken place behind Caesar’s back to get sixty 
men to agree to a murder? How many slanderous words 
had been said about him? How many lies had been told? 
Such a vast amount of betrayal— not only from those who 
were considered to be a part of the team but also from 
his closest friend. The one he trusted the most.

Hundreds of years before the betrayal of Caesar, King 
David, the second king of Israel, wrote these words:

It is not an enemy who taunts me—
 I could bear that.
It is not my foes who so arrogantly insult me—
 I could have hidden from them.
Instead, it is you— my equal,
 my companion and close friend.
What good fellowship we once enjoyed
 as we walked together to the house of God. 

(Ps. 55:12–14)

David, known as a man after God’s own heart, suffered 
the pain of betrayal. Someone who had been a compan-
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ion and close friend turned on him— someone who had 
walked with him and worshiped with him in the house of 
God. David expressed that it would have been easier if the 
betrayal had come from an enemy. He could have borne 
that. But it came from someone he trusted— someone 
he believed in and who he thought believed in him. You 
can feel David’s heart breaking as you read these verses. 
You can sense the surprise in his writing that a friend he 
had served the Lord with had betrayed him.

The pain of betrayal isn’t limited to men such as David 
and Caesar. Jesus himself felt that same pain. He had 
twelve close friends who prayed with him, performed 
miracles with him, and did the work of the kingdom 
side by side with him. One of those friends was Peter, 
who at the most crucial time of Jesus’ life denied even 
knowing him. Can you imagine how Peter must have 
felt as he and Jesus made eye contact in the courtyard 
after Peter had denied him for the third time? What was 
going through his mind? What was happening in the 
heart of Jesus as his friend betrayed him in his greatest 
time of need?

Then there was Judas, who sold Jesus out for thirty 
pieces of silver. Judas allowed power and money to be-
come more important than his loyalty to his friend and 
leader. Jesus knows all things, and he wasn’t surprised 
by the actions of Peter or Judas, but he was still crushed 
by their betrayal.

Each of these situations has a couple things in com-
mon. In each story, there is painful betrayal from a trusted 
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friend. Both Jesus and David experienced surprising de-
ception from people who worshiped and worked with 
them. Also, it was the primary leader who was betrayed 
by someone they considered an associate— someone 
who was on the team. Some of these betrayals were fu-
eled by selfishness, jealousy of power, envy of position, 
or a desire for personal gain.

Although these moments in history took place thou-
sands of years ago, not much has changed. We can 
still find examples today of leaders who are betrayed 
and suffer the pain of someone who craves what they 
have and plots to remove them to obtain it. We see it 
in politics— one party assigning blame to another in 
order to gain power. Millions of dollars are spent on 
ads telling us how bad the other candidate is and how 
good our lives will be if we vote for their candidate. We 
can find this type of toxic behavior in the workplace— 
gossip about the boss, slander about the supervisor, or 
backstabbing behavior toward people who are serving 
on the same team.

The biggest and most devastating heartbreak of all 
is that we can find this exact same behavior in the local 
church. I’m not talking about the people who attend the 
church, although there are always challenges there. I’m 
talking about the leadership— the staff, the associates, 
the board of elders, and the key volunteer leaders. This 
is where most of the damage in a local church takes 
place. When people are divided or churches are split, it 
can usually be traced back to a leader.
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The division starts with someone who gossiped, had 
unhealthy and toxic conversations with other team mem-
bers, created an alliance, or damaged the reputation of 
the leader. It may not end up at the devastating point of 
a church being split, but it can inflict enough damage 
that a church becomes wounded. The pastor may feel 
betrayed, families may feel hurt, friendships may come 
to an end, people may leave the church, and in some 
cases, people may even leave the faith. This is a sad 
and horrible experience that has been repeating itself for 
thousands of years and is still happening today.

Here’s the truth: When the enemy takes a run at your 
church, he won’t do it through those who attend it; he 
will do it through those who lead it. He hates the local 
church, which represents everything he is against. So 
how does he try to tear down 
the organization that opposes 
all he wants to do? He starts 
with the leadership.

In the hundreds of churches 
I have worked with over the 
years and the challenges I have 
seen within them, the strategy 
of the enemy always plays out 
the same. He hasn’t changed 
his war plans. He wants the 
church to lose, so he works through the leadership to 
unleash devastating damage. One of his most effective 

When the enemy 
takes a run at 
your church, 
he won’t do it 
through those 
who attend it; 
he will do it 
through those 
who lead it.
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plans against the local church can be summed up in one 
word: Leaderdrift.

What is Leaderdrift? It is two separate words that, when 
combined, create a whole new word and meaning. I would 
describe Leaderdrift this way: the subtle, negative change of 
an individual’s attitude or behavior toward the leader and/
or the vision of the local church. Gradually, through a thou-
sand paper cuts, the leader, the team, the volunteers, and 
those who attend the church become consumed with sus-
picions, innuendo, and finally, character assassinations.

Leaderdrift affects everyone involved. In the early 
stages, however, people don’t even know it’s happen-
ing. In this book, to become more aware of the tendency 
to drift, we’ll look at the necessity of leaders and their 
teams being aligned, and we’ll examine six threats to 
unity, passion, and vision:

• drifting toward pride

• drifting toward artificial harmony

• drifting toward isolation

• drifting toward a critical spirit

• drifting toward division

• drifting toward a gradual shutdown

We have to be alert so we aren’t blindsided. Aware-
ness, the opposite of the unawareness that results in 
drifting, is the secret weapon of every leader to combat 
the subtle behaviors that threaten to veer their team off 
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track. Here is how it happens: The enemy will patiently 
wait and look for an open door in the heart of a leader 
at the church. He will begin to plant toxic seeds in that 
leader’s heart. These seeds may be something that the 
leader is thinking, feeling, or even starting to communi-
cate with others. They may look like one of these:

• thinking that things would be better if they were 
in charge

• serving the vision but merely tolerating the leader

• questioning the mission of the church

• assigning blame to the leader

• creating doubt about the leader’s character

• starting negative conversations with others

• slowly withdrawing from the rest of the team

• showing small signs of disrespect

• becoming critical of every decision made

• believing they are more spiritual than the leader

• creating an alliance with others who are disillu-
sioned and disgruntled

This is how Leaderdrift begins. Like a cancer, it can 
begin almost anywhere in the organization, and if it’s not 
noticed and treated, it metastasizes to harm every part. 
It might take months or even a few years, but eventually 
that one negative seed will produce bad fruit. It results 
in a leadership team that isn’t united.
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The vision of a healthy culture comes from the top, 
but the culture is established by everyone involved. In an 
article in the Harvard Business Review, Denise Lee Yohn 
cites research that shows that a top- down approach has 
given way to a broader method of establishing a healthy 
organizational culture. She notes,

Importantly, this model doesn’t relegate culture- building 
to an amorphous concept that everyone influences but 
no one leads or is accountable for. Shared responsi-
bility for culture throughout an organization involves 
different people and functions within the organization 
playing different roles in developing and maintaining 
the culture.1

In light of this, disunity in leadership results in dis-
unity in the church.

The Enemy Plays the Long Game

One thing about the enemy is that he is patient. He is in 
it for the long game. The damage done by Leaderdrift in 
a church starts years before it becomes obvious.

Follow me on this thought. The enemy starts work-
ing on us when we are children. He continues building 
on top of the feelings of pain or rejection we experience 
as we grow up. As teenagers, many of us struggle with 
insecurities. The need to be noticed and accepted can 
be overwhelming. The enemy attempts to solidify that 
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desire deep in our hearts so that it continues to be a 
struggle. As adults, we may face a broken marriage, a 
tragedy, or the feeling of not being recognized or appre-
ciated. Again, the enemy does all he can to lodge those 
painful emotions deep into our spirits.

Eventually, some of us become leaders or staff mem-
bers at a church. And if we have never dealt with our 
internal issues, then we will bring emotional baggage 
from the past to the table.

To avoid this concern, churches (as well as nonprof-
its and other organizations) need to invest time and 
resources to inform people at every level about the el-
ements of organizational health and signs of drifting, 
equipping them with concrete steps to remedy problems 
that arise. An insecure person might find the need to 
tear someone else down so they feel lifted up. A person 
who has experienced rejection may receive praise for 
their speaking or leading but gravitate to that praise in 
an unhealthy way. Someone who has experienced abuse 
may not know how to express love and support, so they 
may respond to situations in the same damaging way 
that they experienced in the past.

This is what I mean when I say the enemy is in it for 
the long game. Brick by brick he builds unhealthy emo-
tions in us that bring out damaging responses. He does 
this over many years and patiently waits for the right 
time to release his venom. The enemy will let you hide 
your deepest issues until you reach your highest level 
of influence— then he will expose them. This is how 

_Sonksen_SavingYourChurchFromItself_JE_wo.indd   23_Sonksen_SavingYourChurchFromItself_JE_wo.indd   23 3/18/22   9:29 AM3/18/22   9:29 AM

Chris Sonksen, Saving Your Church From Itself 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



Saving Your Church from Itself 

24

Leaderdrift works. That is why it is so damaging to the 
local church and to the kingdom of God.

As I sit here writing this chapter, a pastor just called 
me, brokenhearted because one of his staff has been 
drifting and creating a toxic spirit among a few others in 

the church. This person is 
someone he gave a chance 
to, and now they are hurt-
ing him and his family. 
Now, I have to believe that 
although the issue is new 
to my friend, it has been 
in the works by the enemy 
for years. He has been pa-

tiently waiting for the right moment to create the maxi-
mum amount of damage and pain.

Six Characteristics of Leaderdrift

Let’s take a moment to go a little deeper into the subject 
of Leaderdrift. Here are some characteristics that will 
help you to understand it even more.

1. Leaderdrift is subtle.
Signs of drifting are often subtle in the early stages. 

They are not displayed openly and do not carry a strong 
up- front message. They are somewhat quiet and some-
times even silent. Leaderdrift shows up in the expres-
sions a person makes, the tone of voice they use, the 

The enemy will 
let you hide your 
deepest issues until 
you reach your 
highest level of 
influence— then he 
will expose them.
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slight shift in their attitude, the small changes in their be-
havior, or the hint of negativity in their carefully crafted 
conversations.

Leaderdrift is like the classic illustration of the frog in 
the kettle. If you put a frog in a kettle of water and slowly 
turn the heat up, eventually the water will boil and kill the 
frog. The frog has the ability to leap out of the kettle but 
doesn’t because the change of temperature is so gradual 
that it doesn’t even notice. That’s what happens when a 
team drifts away from the unity and vision they need to 
function effectively. There’s a subtle increase in tempera-
ture. It doesn’t start off hot but eventually gets there. If 
the leader is not paying attention, the underlying issue 
will start to boil over and burn everything around it.

2. Leaderdrift shows itself in different ways.
Leaderdrift isn’t going to always look the same because 

leaders are different, and what they bring emotionally to 
the team is different. It will vary in how it plays out. In 
some cases, it will start with a simple distancing from 
the team or possibly the primary leader. Other times, it 
will happen through disconnection. The leader may start 
disconnecting during a meeting, becoming uncharacter-
istically quiet or not engaging with insightful solutions.

Leaderdrift can also express itself in a person being 
hypercritical toward almost everything. Criticism may be 
aimed at the pastor, the church, the mission, upcoming 
events, or other leaders. Almost anything can become 
a target.
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3. Leaderdrift can be detected.
It is really easy to detect Leaderdrift when it is in 

plain sight, such as if a leader is being outright nega-
tive, critical, or disrespectful, or if several people report 
on the leader’s toxic conversations. But the premise of 
this book is to detect the early signs of drifting— those 
subtle behaviors that eventually tear teams apart. When 
you can detect them early, you can deal with them early. 
In some parts of the country where tornados are fre-
quent, government officials have erected early warning 
systems. When people hear the sirens, they know to 
take cover and protect their families. Good teams have 
talked about the tendency to drift and have internalized 
an early warning system; great teams take action when 
they hear the siren!

There are two things to do regarding the early signs 
of drifting. First, leaders must stay keenly aware at all 
times. One of their primary roles is to protect and guard 
the culture of their organization— that is, to keep the 
environment healthy. The health of a team is measured 
in many different ways: frequency and clarity of commu-
nication, conflict resolution, engagement, creativity, and 
inspiration, among other essential qualities. The bed-
rock of all these traits is trust, which is the glue that holds 
a team together through good times and bad. Leaders 
should keep their eyes open to any significant changes. 
Anyone can have a bad day, but when people have a lot 
of bad days, it’s a cause for concern. Team leaders need 
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to be aware of any persistent shifts in attitude, behavior, 
or response. Staying close to the team is important.

Second, when leaders detect the early signs of Leader-
drift, they must be willing to address them. Many leaders 
will downplay Leaderdrift as if it is not that big of a deal, 
or they will avoid the conflict altogether. Either they think 
it will somehow fix itself or they just don’t like conflict. If 
leaders see the early signs, they should have a sit- down 
with the people involved to determine what is going on. 
Temporary tension is necessary to avoid severe problems 
down the line.

4. Leaderdrift can be course corrected.
When Leaderdrift is addressed, the objective is for 

both parties to understand the issues, find a solution, 
and move forward in a spirit of love and unity. In a perfect 
world, things that were headed in the wrong direction 
have been fixed, and now things are going in the right 
direction. But because we don’t live in a perfect world, 
we have to understand that people are free to make their 
own choices, so it might not work out the way we want.

If you are the leader and you recognize a problem in 
a team member, your role is to address it properly, with 
the goal of course correction to restore unity and coop-
eration. However, it won’t always happen that way. You 
may approach the conversation with near perfection, but 
that doesn’t guarantee a healthy outcome. Perhaps the 
person has gone too far in their heart and doesn’t want 
to course correct or doesn’t see what they are doing as a 
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problem. If that is the case, you will have to decide about 
their future on the team. This is an important part of 
your leadership. One of the worst things you can do for 
your good team members is to tolerate a bad one.

5. Leaderdrift is often rationalized.
What has always been surprising to me is how much 

rationalizing individuals can do when they are at a point 
of Leaderdrift. You wouldn’t believe some of the stuff 

I have seen and heard from pas-
tors across the nation. Amazingly 
(though if you’ve experienced it, 
it’s probably not so amazing), it 
only takes one person with a bad 
attitude, who is irresponsible, 
who gossips, or who forms a se-
cret alliance of the discontented 
to cause major problems for a 

team. Let me give some crazy but real examples.

• An associate pastor gained influence with a few 
other staff members and convinced them that 
they needed to get rid of the lead pastor. (Tell me 
there isn’t an ulterior motive there.) They started 
recording conversations, tapping into emails, and 
compiling notes— all in an attempt to smear the 
pastor’s name. In the end, the lead pastor was ex-
onerated. The uprising staff members were fired, 
and to this day they are still trying to justify their 

One of the 
worst things 
you can do 
for your good 
team members 
is to tolerate 
a bad one.
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actions. They convinced themselves their actions 
were good and right.

• A board member was upset that he didn’t get his 
way on a decision. He started to gossip to other 
leaders about the pastor and the other board 
members. He was discrediting their reputations 
with many half- truths and even stirred the pot 
with a thinly veiled accusation of an inappropriate 
relationship. The proper action was taken with 
this board member, but somehow he still believes 
what he did was right.

• A campus pastor decided he wanted to go out 
on his own, which meant starting a church a 
few blocks away. Before he left, he held private 
conversations over several months with church 
members and big givers. He convinced them that 
their church wasn’t spiritual enough and said he 
wanted to start a new church where authentic 
Christianity would be preached. He and those 
who followed him left an organizational and emo-
tional crater at the previous church. To this day, 
he still insists, “Another church was started, and 
now we can reach more people.” This is his way 
of justifying his deceitful actions.

• A wealthy, influential couple was upset with the 
associate pastor of small groups over not get-
ting their way in that ministry. Over the course 
of several months, while interacting with other 
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volunteer leaders, they poisoned the waters by 
painting a bad picture of the associate pastor. 
They did this carefully and quietly. By the time 
the truth surfaced, the damage was done. The 
associate pastor and his family were deeply hurt, 
and seven families left the church. The lead 
pastor spent countless hours trying to heal the 
wounds in the people left behind. Even though 
what the accusers shared wasn’t accurate, they 
still claim that they simply told the truth and 
people made their own decisions. This is a com-
plete rationalization of their ungodly actions.

6. Leaderdrift is the enemy of alignment.
Jesus said these words in Mark 3:24: “If a kingdom 

is divided against itself, that kingdom cannot stand” 
(NKJV). The kingdom Jesus referred to can be a coun-
try, a business, or a church. If its people and leaders are 
divided, they will not stand. They will not be able to grow 
or advance. It may take time, but eventually the kingdom 
will fall. This is the reality of misalignment.

The opposite side of misalignment is alignment. There 
is an incredible story in the Bible where the Lord points 
out the power of alignment. It’s found in Genesis 11— 
the story of the tower of Babel. The people were wanting 
to build a city for themselves and a tower that reached 
to the sky. This is not what God wanted, but the people 
were doing it anyway. So God decided to give them all dif-
ferent languages so they would become confused— and 
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it worked. They couldn’t understand each other, so they 
scattered. Look at what God said to them before he cre-
ated the different languages:

The Lord came down to look at the city and the tower 
the people were building. “Look!” he said. “The people 
are united, and they all speak the same language. After 
this, nothing they set out to do will be impossible for 
them! Come, let’s go down and confuse the people with 
different languages. Then they won’t be able to under-
stand each other.” (vv. 5–7)

God himself said that if the people are united and 
speaking the same language, nothing they set out to do 
will be impossible for them. In other words, if they are 
aligned and unified, they can accomplish anything. This 
is why one of the enemy’s greatest tools is disunity. He 
knows how powerful we can become when we are unified. 
He knows that when we are aligned, what’s unleashed 
can be world changing, and that’s why for hundreds of 
years his strategy has remained the same— Leaderdrift.

Before we look at the six behaviors that tear teams 
apart, let’s go a little deeper on this idea of alignment 
and misalignment. I want you to really understand how 
powerful alignment is when it’s operating at full capacity, 
and how devastating misalignment can be to the local 
church and to the kingdom of God. So let’s jump into the 
next chapter and begin our journey of building a team 
that can transform the world!
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