Face-to-Face Leadership:
“As a Man Speaketh unto a Friend”
Curtis D. LeBaron
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hen I arrived at BYU eight years ago,
I was in my office organizing books
and filing papers when I received a phone
call informing me that there had been a glitch
in payroll processing and that I would not
be receiving a paycheck during the first two
months of my employment. I said thank you,
hung up the phone, and then started thinking
about how to break the news to my wife, Jan.
Within minutes there was a knock at my office
door. It was Ned Hill, who was then dean of
the Marriott School of Management, and he
was paying me an unexpected visit.
	I made a place for him to sit down as he
explained that he had just been informed about
the payroll glitch and that he wanted to know
what he could do to help me. I could see the
sincerity in his face and hear the concern in
his voice. In one hand he was holding what
appeared to be his personal checkbook. In
the other hand he was holding a pen that was
already clicked. After I assured him that the
LeBaron family would be fine, he asked about
our move to Utah, my plans for research and
teaching, and so forth. We talked briefly, and
then he left.
With his visit of five minutes, Dean Hill
quickly won me over. Instead of calling me
to his office, sending an e-mail, or delegating

the matter, he had walked across the building to have a brief face-to-face conversation.
Although the interaction was not long, I felt
heard, understood, and valued.
	Sometimes it seems that part of being a professor is complaining about university administration—at most universities that’s the glue
that holds the faculty together. But when Dean
Hill talked to the faculty in the Marriott School,
people listened receptively. When he gave
new directions, people followed respectfully.
When he invited people to contribute money
to expand the Tanner Building so that the
business school could grow, the faculty gladly
opened their personal checkbooks, their pens
already clicked.
	Our new dean, Gary Cornia, also practices
the power of face-to-face leadership. To have
a conversation with Gary is to feel like you
have a friend in the dean’s office. That’s what
I want to talk about today—not the grand
public speeches to large audiences that we usually associate with leadership, but rather the
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r elatively private conversations whereby leaders change people and transform organizations.
Face-to-Face Leadership
For about 16 years I have been doing
research on organizational behavior and leadership. My approach has been anthropological; in other words, rather than study people
within the context of a laboratory, I study
them within their natural environments. Using
microphones and video cameras, I go into
organizations in which people are working
and leading, and I capture their behavior “in
the wild” by making recordings that I can then
analyze closely and carefully. For me, leadership is not an abstract notion but rather a rich
description of what people actually do.
When I want to observe and assess a leader’s effectiveness, my favorite times to look
are at moments of transition. Like the green
that grows in the cracks of a sidewalk, leadership usually springs to life between activities and at the edges of events. For example,
when I videotape a board meeting, I usually
start recording before anyone has entered the
room, because I have found that sometimes the
most important displays of leadership happen
before the meeting actually begins. “Boundary
moments,”1 such as openings and closings
of conversations or meetings, are especially
revealing.
	To illustrate, here’s a transcript of the
opening of a telephone conversation at work.
Within seconds the participants display a close,
friendly relationship. Read carefully—this
boundary moment happens very fast:
Art: [He picks up] Hello?
Bob: Hey!
Art: HEY!
Bob: Hey!
Art: What’s happening?
Bob: Hey, buddy!
Art: Is this my buddy?
Bob: Hey, you ain’t got no buddies!

Art: What’s happening?
Bob: Hey!
Art: HEY!
Bob: Did uh—
Art: You ready for Thanksgiving?
Bob: Yes.
Art: All right!
	That took 12 seconds. But within those 12
seconds, Art and Bob do important work.
When Art picks up the phone and says hello,
he shows that he is available. When Bob says
“Hey!” at line 2, he shows that he can recognize Art’s voice. When Art repeats “HEY!” at
line 3, he loudly and enthusiastically shows
both recognition and high regard. Through the
next 12 lines of their conversational play, such
as their inane repetition of the words “hey”
and “buddy,” they quickly communicate at
least four important messages:
I hear you.
I understand you.
I like you.
I can work with you.
	Art does not assert his power over Bob. He
does not invoke an organizational title. Instead,
he engages with Bob to interactively instantiate
a close, cooperative, and creative relationship,
the sort of relationship that may help their
organization to thrive.
	In contrast, here’s the transcript of an
excerpt from the opening of a different conversation at a different organization. These are the
words of Eric, the owner and CEO of a company, as he talks to his management team at
the start of a two-hour meeting:
Eric: Where I’m at, I have to look at the assets in
each and every one of you. ’Cause, you know,
I could get real caught up in the negatives of
each and every one of you. I don’t do that. Even
with her I don’t do it. She’s valuable. She, you
know, she—maybe she doesn’t have the ability
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to move with the company. She’s more stationary in what her thought is.
	In a variety of ways, Eric asserts his power
and position through what he says and how he
says it. Through talk he occupies the conversational floor, delivering a monologue about
the way things are rather than a dialogue that
invites and includes the views of others. He
separates himself from his managers by using
the pronouns “I” and “you” instead of “we.”
And he elevates himself above his managers by
depicting them as the objects of his scrutiny.
Because this was a face-to-face meeting
rather than a telephone conversation, I was
able to record what people were doing with
their bodies during this boundary moment.
If you were to watch the video footage of this
moment, you would see that the owner of this
company embodies what his talk describes.
While occupying the conversational floor,
he also dominates the meeting space as he
distributes himself around and on the conference table. He places himself literally apart or
separate from his managers, who cluster at the
opposite end of the conference room. And he
elevates himself—or at least his feet—above
all others in the room. The coordination of his
talk and spatial maneuvers constitute a strong
display of organizational status and power.
	I have shown you two excerpts that are
extreme and contrasting. Please do not think
that one form of leadership is correct while the
other is wrong. Rather, these extremes represent
two ends of a continuum along which leaders
must reside moment to moment and day to day.
Sometimes leaders need to foster close relationships of relative equality. Occasionally, strong
displays of power and difference may be necessary. Usually leaders must achieve an appropriate balance according to the contingencies of
their situation. That’s the hard part.
Within the MBA program, I teach required
courses on leadership using the best readings

that I can find. Did you know that, on average, a new book about leadership is published
every 20 minutes? Most of these books contain
endless lists of dos and don’ts that have been
abstracted from the situations that make them
meaningful and relevant. I tell students that the
best way to learn leadership is to work closely
with a great leader and to carefully watch
what he or she does across a variety of circumstances, because we tend to become like the
people that we attend. If working closely with
someone like that is not possible, then I encourage students to read the autobiographies and
biographies of great leaders, because stories
keep the lessons of leadership alive. If reading
is not possible, then students might as well
take my class.
Face-to-Face Leadership of Joseph Smith
Joseph Smith was a great leader. In his day,
thousands of converts crossed the world in
an effort to be near him. Today, thousands of
missionaries cross the world in an effort to be
like him. What did the leadership of Joseph
Smith look and sound like moment to moment
and day to day? Unfortunately, we don’t
have video recordings that we can analyze,
but we do have the written accounts of those
who were there. Their journals are like ethnographic field notes. For example, consider a
few excerpts from the journals of early Saints
who gathered at Nauvoo, Illinois:
	In 1841, Heber C. Kimball arrived with more
than 100 immigrating Saints. He recorded:
We landed in Nauvoo on the 1st of July and
when we struck the dock I think there were about
300 Saints there to meet us, and a greater manifestation of love and gladness I never saw before.
President Smith was the first one that caught us
by the hand.2
	Robert Crookston arrived the next year in
the fall of 1842:

4   Brigham Young University 2009–2010 Speeches

As we approached the landing place to our great joy
we saw the Prophet Joseph Smith there to welcome
his people who had come so far. We were all so glad
to see him and set our feet upon the promised land
so to speak. It was the most thrilling experience of
my life for I know that he was a Prophet of God.3
	Thomas Steed crossed the Atlantic in 1844.
He said:
The Prophet Joseph was at the pier. At first
glance I could tell that it was him. . . . He came
on board to shake hands and welcome us by many
encouraging words, and express his thankfulness
that we had arrived in safety.4
Christopher Layton, also a British convert,
said:
There stood our Prophet on the banks of the river to
welcome us! As he heartily grasped our hands, the
fervently spoken words, “God bless you,” sank deep
into our hearts, giving us a feeling of peace such as
we had never known before.5
	Researchers look for patterns. Do you see
the obvious patterns in these accounts? The
Prophet understood, or at least practiced, the
power of face-to-face leadership. Although terribly busy with the weight of the kingdom on
his shoulders, he made other people’s transitions his own boundary moments. Within seconds, his glance, his handshake, and the kind
words he communicated sent these messages:
I see you.
I understand you.
I love you.
I want to work with you.
He powerfully embodied what his words
described.
	One of my favorite accounts of Joseph
Smith’s leadership comes from the journal of
my own great-great-grandfather, Benjamin

Franklin Johnson. At the age of 14, Benjamin
moved to Kirtland, Ohio, with his family.
Although his mother had joined the Church, his
father was not interested and refused to allow
Benjamin to be baptized. Based on his journal
accounts, it seems that he was a shy teenager
who sometimes stood on the periphery of meetings and activities. When the Kirtland Temple
was dedicated, the Prophet went to a nearby
schoolhouse, and he gave blessings to those
who had worked on the temple. The process of
giving blessings took three days! Benjamin was
there, and he recorded this in his journal:
When on the last day of blessings, I was standing by
the door in the crowded congregation, and oh! how
I did yearn for a blessing! And as the last blessing,
apparently, was given, the Prophet earnestly looked
towards the door where I was standing, and he said
to his brother Hyrum, “Go and see if there is not
one more yet to be blessed.” Brother Hyrum came
to the door, and seeing me, put his hand upon my
shoulder and asked me if I had not worked upon the
Temple. I said, “No sir,” but it seemed like passing
a sentence upon my fondest hopes. He then asked if
I had done nothing towards it. I then thought of the
new gun I had earned and given as a donation, and
of the brick I had helped to make. I said, “I did give
often.” “I thought,” he said, “there was a blessing
for you,” and he almost carried me to the stand. The
Prophet blessed me. . . . I felt then that the Lord had
respect for my great desire.
Even to be the youngest and last to be blessed
seemed to me a high privilege. When the Prophet
had looked towards the door, I felt as though he
would call for me, though I could not see how I had
merited so high a privilege. But so it was, and my
joy was full.6
	After three days on his feet, I’m guessing
that Joseph Smith was tired and maybe had
a pain between his shoulders from keeping
his hands constantly elevated. But when the
boundary moment came—this time a closing
rather than an opening—the Prophet attended
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to the silent prayer of a teenager standing at
the back of the room near the door. How did
Hyrum know where to go when Joseph said,
“Go and see if there is not one more?” I think
I know the answer. When transitions emerge
within organizational settings, people literally look toward the leader for an embodied
answer to the question “What are we going
to do now?” Hyrum must have looked toward
Joseph and seen that he was oriented in
Benjamin’s direction.
My great-great-grandfather lived a long and
faithful life as a missionary, pioneer, and colonizer. Today he has thousands of descendents.
Before his death in 1905, he stood in the Salt
Lake Tabernacle and bore testimony of Joseph
Smith as one of the last to have personally
known him.
How did Joseph Smith become such a
powerful leader capable of changing people
and transforming a worldwide organization?
One answer is that he worked closely with a
great leader and carefully observed what He
did across a variety of circumstances. When
Joseph was 14 years old, he was also struggling
at the periphery of religious activity, desperate and yearning for a blessing, and the Lord
had respect for his great desire. With the First
Vision, Joseph entered into an apprenticeship
with the Lord and gradually became more like
the leader that he attended.
	Another answer is that Joseph read the
scriptures, which contain the autobiographies
and biographies of great leaders, including
Jesus Christ. By continually studying and
eventually translating sacred texts, the Prophet
must have gleaned lessons of leadership
from the various stories and situations that
make those lessons meaningful and relevant.
Consider, for example, the Book of Mormon
account of Christ’s visit to the Americas.
Face-to-Face Leadership of Jesus Christ
	According to 3 Nephi 11, the resurrected
Lord appeared to those who were gathered at

the temple in the land of Bountiful. Beginning
in verse 8, we read:
And it came to pass, . . . they cast their eyes up
again towards heaven; and behold, they saw a Man
descending out of heaven; and he was clothed in
a white robe; and he came down and stood in the
midst of them; and the eyes of the whole multitude
were turned upon him, and they durst not open
their mouths.
Many boundary moments involve the
arrival of someone who others don’t recognize
or know. In the MBA program, students are
taught to introduce themselves not just by saying their names but also by quickly telling their
story so that others can know, appreciate, and
remember them. The Lord does something like
that in verses 9–11:
And it came to pass that he stretched forth his
hand and spake unto the people, saying:
Behold, I am Jesus Christ, whom the prophets
testified shall come into the world.
And behold, I am the light and the life of the
world; and I have drunk out of that bitter cup which
the Father hath given me, and have glorified the
Father in taking upon me the sins of the world.
During the openings of social encounters
and organizational events, participants must
quickly negotiate their relationships, their way
of being together, and who they are in relation
to one another and the task at hand. In verses
12–15 we read one of the most sacred accounts
of face-to-face leadership that has ever been
recorded:
And it came to pass that when Jesus had spoken
these words the whole multitude fell to the earth; . . .
And it came to pass that the Lord spake unto
them saying:
Arise and come forth unto me, that ye may
thrust your hands into my side, and also that ye
may feel the prints of the nails in my hands and
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in my feet, that ye may know that I am the God of
Israel, and the God of the whole earth, and have
been slain for the sins of the world.
And it came to pass that the multitude went
forth, and thrust their hands into his side, and did
feel the prints of the nails in his hands and in his
feet; and this they did do, going forth one by one
until they had all gone forth, and did see with their
eyes and did feel with their hands, and did know of
a surety and did bear record.
	The scriptures tell us that they all went forth,
one by one, “about two thousand and five hundred souls” (3 Nephi 17:25). You do the math.
If each person faced the Lord for only five seconds, the process lasted for about four hours.
Here is another lesson about the importance of
face-to-face leadership. Despite the investment
of time and effort, the Lord briefly but unmistakably communicated with each individual:
I see you.
I understand you.
I love you.
I have died for you.
The risen Lord powerfully embodied what His
words described.
	The closing of the Savior’s visit, recorded in
3 Nephi 17, is at least as powerful and sacred
as the opening. In verses 4 and 5 we read:
But now I go unto the Father, and also to show
myself unto the lost tribes of Israel. . . .
And it came to pass that when Jesus had thus
spoken, he cast his eyes round about again on the
multitude, and beheld they were in tears, and did
look steadfastly upon him as if they would ask him
to tarry a little longer with them.
	Not only did the Lord stay a little longer, but
He also wept with them, blessed their children
and their little ones, and taught them things
too sacred to be recorded. For those of us who
are preoccupied with time management, here

is a lesson of leadership. Evidently, the God of
the universe changed or delayed His schedule
to answer the silent prayers of those who were
yearning for a blessing. During this boundary
moment, the Lord had respect for their great
desires, confirming that our prayers are not a
monologue about the inevitable but rather a
dialogue that invites and includes us.
Seeking the Face of the Lord
	Sometimes the glorious accounts of 3 Nephi
seem far removed from our condition. Within
organizations, including here at BYU, people
too often feel lonely, isolated, and confused.
Ironically this kind of alienation comes “not
from a lack of communication but from a surplus of the wrong kind.”7 Our lives are awash
with memos, e-mails, and instant messages.
Sometimes these are helpful and efficient, but
they are also flat and faceless—they’re easily
discarded, deleted, and ignored.
	One of the oldest poems in the English language is preserved in the “Exeter Book.” This
book was written or copied in about AD 975.
The poem itself may have been composed in
about AD 500, approximately 1,500 years ago.
	The poem is entitled “The Wanderer.” The
teller describes himself wandering alone; having lost his leader and his people in battle, he
is now searching for a new home—a place of
warmth and leadership. To the wanderer all
weather is wintry and all landscapes are lonely.
Here are a few excerpts from this poem, translated into modern English:
There is now none of the living to whom I dare
clearly say my heart’s thought. . . .
. . . After the time, in years long past, that I
covered my [leader] in the darkness of earth; and
thence downcast I crossed over the woven waves,
winter-sad, yearning for a hall . . . where, far or
near, I might find one who should know of my
people or would comfort me friendless, receive me
with gladness.8
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	In the final stanza of the poem, the narrative
voice shifts to include all people, including us,
suggesting that the wanderer’s experience is
universal. In other words, all of us are wanderers. Although we may wrap our bodies in
many layers of comfort—clothes, blankets, carpets, roofs, and walls—we cannot escape the
winters of this world. And although we may
surround ourselves with other people at the
office, the school, or the stadium, we remain
fundamentally alone, even in a crowd.
Coincidentally, we have another text, also
approximately 1,500 years old, that tells of a
wanderer named Moroni, the son of Mormon,
who witnessed the destruction of his people
and spent many years wandering the landscape alone. He wrote: “I even remain alone
to write the sad tale of the destruction of my
people. But behold, they are gone, . . . for I
am alone. My father hath been slain in battle,
and all my kinsfolk, and I have not friends nor
wither to go” (Mormon 8:3, 5). He also said,
“I wander whithersoever I can for the safety
of mine own life” (Moroni 1:3).
However, Moroni was not without a leader.
He knew that God lives, and he had a living
testimony of Jesus Christ, which he shared
with us:
And then shall ye know that I have seen Jesus,
and that he hath talked with me face to face, and
that he told me in plain humility, even as a man
telleth another in mine own language, concerning
these things; . . .
And now, I would commend you to seek this
Jesus of whom the prophets and apostles have written, that the grace of God the Father, and also the
Lord Jesus Christ, and the Holy Ghost . . . may be
and abide in you forever. [Ether 12:39, 41]
	Repeatedly in the scriptures the Lord asks us
to seek His face through the words of prophets
who have found His face. Some of us will take
a little longer than others. The Brother of Jared

did not see His face until he had first recognized and grasped the hand of the Lord in his
life. Although loneliness may be our universal
condition, face-to-face leadership is our eternal
end. “For now we see through a glass, darkly;
but then face to face: now I know in part; but
then shall I know even as also I am known”
(1 Corinthians 13:12).
Brothers and sisters, I feel deep gratitude for
the leadership of Joseph Smith and the Savior.
I feel the truthfulness of the gospel. This is the
stone cut out from the mountain without hands
that is now going forward to fill the earth. In
the name of Jesus Christ, amen.
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