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Kairos and providence
I’ve been spending more than a little time thinking about the qualities of leadership lately.
I coach the women’s basketball team here at Andrews and often wonder about how best
to unite the team to improve performance.
So far, I’ve resisted strangleholds, chair-throwing, and shouting in my player’s faces
(à la Texas Tech coach Bobby Knight), and instead relied on a much more low-key and
authentic approach, given my personality.
Additionally, there is a climate of leadership change on campus, as new leaders establish new directions and plans for all levels of the university. The university is also more
overtly concerned with the concept of leadership as an educational enterprise at the
center of our mission. We have our own graduate program in leadership after all, and, as
many of you know, Andrews prides itself on its “legacy of leadership.”
Throw in the national coverage of the 2008 presidential race and my thinking has quite
naturally come back to leaders.
I recently finished David McCullough’s 1776, a riveting account of that year’s battles in
the American Revolution. What becomes clear over the course of McCullough’s recounting of these events—which included mostly lopsided and nearly war-ending British
victories—is that the American cause was preserved through an amazing combination of
perseverance, quickly learned and improvised military strategy, but mostly good fortune.
George Washington’s role, obviously, was central. While recognizing his army’s many
deficiencies, from lack of training and dismal hygiene to divisive state allegiances and
straight-forward drunkenness and debauchery, Washington managed to provide a public
figure for his troops around which they could rally.
That Washington’s leadership involved intangibles, perhaps even elements we might find
contrary to good leadership, is also significant. He was stubborn, impetuous to strike a
blow against the British troops, and at once both brilliant and naïve as a military strategist.
McCullough’s portrait highlights the precarious position of the American army throughout the year, after repeated defeats and both secretive and improbable retreats. While
General Washington’s decisions and actions were fundamental from beginning to end, the
confluence of timing, chance and what was then termed “providence” proved decisive.
This confluence points out what I think is the problematic nature of advocating a strict
leadership formula. As a part-time student of classical rhetoric, I appreciate the Greek
notion of kairos, or “fitting timing.” The Greeks believed that speakers achieved excellence through a heightened understanding of the particular moment during which they
addressed their audience. Adapting to immediate audience expectations, recognizing the
contextual environment, perhaps unwittingly (or even providentially) knowing what had
to be said and how to state it in the moment—these were the dimensions of kairos.
Rhetoric, perhaps like leadership, is an art. There may be principles to guide us in
practice and education, but intangible aspects often determine the higher reaches of quality. These intangibles, it would seem, necessarily involve a whole lot of Divine Providence.
***
In this issue, we look at the leading role the United States is playing
in a growing global economic imbalance. Economics professor David
Beckworth examines the uncertain situation, suggesting that a “hard
landing” could be a devastating outcome for all citizens of the world.
Our other feature highlights current Andrews TV production efforts.
Organized by communications professor Melchizedek Ponniah, these
programs, aired locally and via satellite, are becoming a proving ground
for students interested in the field, while simultaneously serving as an
outreach tool for the university.
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