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blog sixteen

Becoming a Kaizen Leader

Give instruction to a wise man, and he will be still wiser;     
teach a righteous man, and he will increase in learning. 

Proverbs 9:9
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Leadership Is a Process
Leadership is a constantly unfolding process. Our current skill level as 

leaders may be good enough for today, but it won’t be adequate for next 
year. Wise leaders are voracious learners. They position themselves as avid 
students of life.

Many well-meaning leaders can drift into a delusional mind-set that 
they have “arrived.” It’s a myth to think that we have acquired all that we 
need to “get tomorrow’s job done.” The truth is that good leaders never rest 
on their laurels; they know that past successes can hinder future achieve-
ment even more than failure if they let it.

Wisdom
Much of what we need for tomorrow as 

leaders must be developed along the way. That’s 
where wisdom comes in to play. Smart leaders 
learn how to collect wisdom from others. Life 
moves too fast to collect all of what we need 
just by our own process of trial and error. 

I’ve learned there are two main teachers in 
life: wisdom and consequences. We can learn 
life lessons, gain experiences, glean knowledge, 
and garner understanding from both. The 

problem is that the teacher of consequences builds a leader’s capacity much 
slower, and in the global world of today, that just doesn’t cut it. 

Wise leaders learn how to gather wisdom beyond their own experi-
ence. They learn from others. They leverage off of others mistakes, and 
successes and thereby deposit gems of wisdom into their own personal 
leadership “bank accounts.” 

“Smart leaders 
learn how to collect 
wisdom from others. 
Life moves too fast 
to collect all of what 
we need by just our 
own process of trial 
and error.” 
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The Kaizen Way
Wise leaders are always improving. They live the Kaizen way. Kaizen is 

a Japanese philosophy that focuses on continuous improvement through-
out all aspects of life. It’s made up of two words, kai and zen. Kai is trans-
lated “to change,” while zen means “to make better.” As the two words are 
combined, we arrive at the widely accepted translation, which is “make a 
change for the better.”

Toyota Motor Corporation is known for being one of the great com-
panies of the 20th Century that has embodied the Kaizen process. Credit 
is also given to Dr. William Edward Deming for helping contribute to 
a renewed national work ethic and culture of 
“process improvement” that became the basis 
of the Kaizen revolution in Japan that took 
place in the 1950s.

After World War II, the Japanese econo-
my was in disarray. Dr. Deming told business 
leaders that in 5 to 10 years, their economy 
would turn around if they began to apply these 
extremely simple principles. He went on to say 
that in 30 years Japan would even be a global 
economic power. One of the challenges that 
Deming faced in the beginning was that many 
of the Japanese embraced this new notion of “critical reflection” as failure, 
rather than improvement. Deming said once they began to understand the 
benefits of things like “team debriefing” and “reflective evaluating” in light 
of this new process, it was then that the Japanese economy exploded.

Continuous improvement is more than a process for manufacturing, 
technology, and architecting organizational culture. It should be some-
thing that describes your life as a leader.  We should all be constantly im-

“I love the old ad-
age, ‘The eye cannot 
see itself.’ Therefore, 
we must learn, as it 
were, to install mir-
rors in our lives so 
we can see the un-
seen.”
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proving; improving in how we solve problems, excelling in the quality of 
our relationships, increasing in our ability to steward limited resources, 
upgrading our understanding of technology, enhancing the quality of our 
work teams, excelling in people skills and business acumen, and most im-
portantly, deepening the quality of our character. 

Remember, we celebrate where we are today, but we are in need of im-
provement for tomorrow. One of the greatest gifts we can give people that 

we serve is to lead them well. Unfortunately, 
leadership is a dying art. Our world is in need 
of a new kind of leader. Too often leadership is 
positional or political. It’s sustained by rhetoric 
rather than character.

Life-Long Learning
I love the old adage, “The eye cannot see 

itself.” Therefore, we must learn, as it were, to 
install mirrors in our lives so we can see the un-
seen. Vision is always tethered to how well we 

can or cannot see. Let me be one of those mirrors and ask you to consider 
honestly evaluating your life and your learning. We have to know where we 
are in order to know where we want to go.  

We keep learning from a diet of the books we read and the people with 
whom we associate. One of the things I love about Grace Chapel is that 
we are a wisdom community. We value people and we value learning. Let’s 
continue to cheer each other on to always pursue knowledge, understand-
ing, faith, and wisdom. Keep sharpening your axe. Be willing to improve. 
Never stop. There is still so much to learn! 

“Continuous im-
provement is more 
than a process for 
manufacturing. It 
should be something 
that describes your 
life as a leader.” 




