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Scripture for the Journey of
Servant--Leadership
(An Offering by Jim Emrich)

Invitation

As I have been praying and reflecting about Christian Servant--Leadership over the last several
years, several passages from scripture have spoken to my heart. They have done so because they
are a witness to profound faith as well as evocative of the journey of those who would claim
servant--leadership for a vocation. I offer them to you as gifts for that is what they are to me. I
invite you to join me in this discovery of what in scripture warms our hearts and challenges our
witness.

A Prayer for Servant-Leaders
Dear Lord,
We have experienced the grace of your call to
servanthood. May we continually abide in you through faith and thus have the peace and
courage to truly be your servants. May the Holy Spirit help us to listen so that we can
receive your gift to discern how to be your servants. All this we ask in the name of Jesus,
your Son, the perfect servant, whose death reconciles us to you and makes available the
free gift of your Holy Spirit to all your creation; whose resurrection is our hope and joy
and; whose life is the source and example of our new and ever-recreated lives.
Alleluia and Amen

Listening

Servant--leaders are teachers. To be a good teacher one must listen deeply to God and to our
companions in life, our neighbors. To truly listen is to be present. Listening also requires a
profound quietness so that we can hear the “still small voice.”

1Sam. 3:1 - 10

Now the boy Samuel was ministering to the LORD under Eli. The word of the LORD was rare
in those days; visions were not widespread.
At that time Eli, whose eyesight had begun to grow dim so that he could not see, was lying down
in his room; the lamp of God had not yet gone out, and Samuel was lying down in the temple of
the LORD, where the ark of God was. Then the LORD called, “Samuel! Samuel!” and he said,
“Here I am!” and ran to Eli, and said, “Here I am, for you called me.” But he said, “I did not

call; lie down again.” So he went and lay down. The LORD called again, “Samuel!” Samuel got
up and went to Eli, and said, “Here I am, for you called me.” But he said, “I did not call, my son;
lie down again.” Now Samuel did not yet know the LORD, and the word of the LORD had not
yet been revealed to him. The LORD called Samuel again, a third time. And he got up and went
to Eli, and said, “Here I am, for you called me.” Then Eli perceived that the LORD was calling
the boy. Therefore Eli said to Samuel, “Go, lie down; and if he calls you, you shall say, ‘Speak,
LORD, for your servant is listening.’” So Samuel went and lay down in his place.
Now the LORD came and stood there, calling as before, “Samuel! Samuel!” And Samuel said,
“Speak, for your servant is listening.”

Isa. 50:4 - 5

The Lord GOD has given me the tongue of a teacher, that I may know how to sustain the weary
with a word. Morning by morning he wakens — wakens my ear to listen as those who are taught.
The Lord GOD has opened my ear, and I was not rebellious, I did not turn backward

1Kgs. 19:9 - 13 At that place he came to a cave, and spent the night there. Then the word of
the LORD came to him, saying, “What are you doing here, Elijah?” He answered, “I have been
very zealous for the LORD, the God of hosts; for the Israelites have forsaken your covenant,
thrown down your altars, and killed your prophets with the sword. I alone am left, and they are
seeking my life, to take it away.”

He said, “Go out and stand on the mountain before the LORD, for the LORD is about to pass
by.” Now there was a great wind, so strong that it was splitting mountains and breaking rocks in
pieces before the LORD, but the LORD was not in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake,
but the LORD was not in the earthquake; and after the earthquake a fire, but the LORD was not
in the fire; and after the fire a sound of
sheer silence. When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his mantle and went out and stood at
the entrance of the cave. Then there came a voice to him that said, “What are you doing here,
Elijah?”

Radical Servanthood

The servant--leader is servant first and there are times when incarnating this involves radical
centering in the needs of others.

Ruth 1:15 - 17 So she said, “See, your sister-in-law has gone back to her people and to her
gods; return after your sister-in-law.”

But Ruth said, “Do not press me to leave you or to turn back from following you! Where you go,
I will go; Where you lodge, I will lodge; your people shall be my people, and your God my God.

Where you die, I will die — there will I be buried. May the LORD do thus and so to me, and
more as well, if even death parts me from you!”

Luke 1:26 - 38

In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, to a
virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s name was
Mary. And he came to her and said, “Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you.” But she
was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of greeting this might be. The angel
said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. And now, you will
conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus.He will be great, and will be
called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor
David. He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.”
Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?” The angel said to her, “The Holy
Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the
child to be born will be holy; he will be called Son of God. And now, your relative Elizabeth in
her old age has also conceived a son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be
barren. For nothing will be impossible with God.” Then Mary said, “Here am I, the servant of
the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.” Then the angel departed from her.

John 13:3 - 17

Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands, and that he had come from
God and was going to God, got up from the table, took off his outer robe, and tied a towel
around himself. Then he poured water into a basin and began to wash the disciples’ feet and to
wipe them with the towel that was tied around him. He came to Simon Peter, who said to him,
“Lord, are you going to wash my feet?” Jesus answered, “You do not know now what I am doing,
but later you will understand.” Peter said to him, “You will never wash my feet.” Jesus answered,
“Unless I wash you, you have no share with me.” Simon Peter said to him, “Lord, not my feet
only but also my hands and my head!” Jesus said to him, “One who has bathed does not need to
wash, except for the feet, but is entirely clean. And you are clean, though not all of you.” For he
knew who was to betray him; for this reason he said, “Not all of you are clean.”
After he had washed their feet, had put on his robe, and had returned to the table, he said to
them, “Do you know what I have done to you? You call me Teacher and Lord — and you are
right, for that is what I am. So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also
ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have set you an example, that you also should do as I
have done to you. Very truly, I tell you, servants are not greater than their master, nor are
messengers greater than the one who sent them. If you know these things, you are blessed if you
do them.

Mark 10:42 - 45

So Jesus called them and said to them, “You know that among the Gentiles those whom they
recognize as their rulers lord it over them, and their great ones are tyrants over them. But it is
not so among you; but whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant, and
whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all. For the Son of Man came not to be
served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.”

Justice

We read in the first servant song of Isaiah that justice is central to the work of the servant. We
also see that this was central to the ministry of Jesus as expressed in the Gospel of Luke.

Isa. 42:1– 4

Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights; I have put my spirit
upon him; he will bring forth justice to the nations. He will not cry or lift up his voice, or make it
heard in the street; a bruised reed he will not break, and a dimly burning wick he will not
quench; he will faithfully bring forth justice. He will not grow faint or be crushed until he has
established justice in the earth; and the coastlands wait for his teaching.

Luke 4:18 – 21 “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring

good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to
the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” And he rolled up
the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down. The eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed
on him. Then he began to say to them, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”

Genuine Authority

The servant--leader is, at times, called upon to speak and act as one with authority. This
authority comes out of an abiding relationship with God and a clear sense of vocation.

Mark 1:14 - 22

Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, and
saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the
good news.” As Jesus passed along the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew
casting a net into the sea — for they were fishermen. And Jesus said to them, “Follow me and I
will make you fish for people.” And immediately they left their nets and followed him.
As he went a little farther, he saw James son of Zebedee and his brother John, who were in
their boat mending the nets. Immediately he called them; and they left their father Zebedee in
the boat with the hired men, and followed him.They went to Capernaum; and when the sabbath
came, he entered the synagogue and taught.They were astounded at his teaching, for he taught
them as one having authority, and not as the scribes.

Servant--Leadership: Living With Intention and Living Within Tension

The servant--leader is both servant and leader simultaneously. Holding these two ways of being
in the world in prayerful tension invites God’s Spirit to be present in and to us as we seek to live a
faithful life.

Isa. 52:13 - 53:3

See, my servant shall prosper; he shall be exalted and lifted up, and shall be very high. Just as
there were many who were astonished at him — so marred was his appearance, beyond human
semblance, and his form beyond that of mortals — so he shall startle many
nations; kings shall shut their mouths because of him; for that which had not been told them they
shall see, and that which they had not heard they shall contemplate. Who has believed what we
have heard? And to whom has the arm of the LORD been revealed? For he grew up before him
like a young plant, and like a root out of dry ground; he had no form or majesty that we should
look at him, nothing in his appearance that we should desire him. He was despised and rejected
by others; a man of suffering and acquainted with infirmity; and as one from whom others hide
their faces he was despised, and we held him of no account.

Phil. 2:5 - 11

Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God,
did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the
form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled
himself and became obedient to the point of death — even death on a cross. Therefore God also
highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus
every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should
confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.

Servant--Leadership in Community

Servant--leadership is undertaken in and by community.
It is a prime force for transformation and is reflective of
the different gifts and skills present in community. It evokes mutual empowerment.

Rom. 1:9 - 12

For God, whom I serve with my spirit by announcing the gospel of his Son, is my witness that
without ceasing I remember you always in my prayers, asking that by God’s will I may somehow
at last succeed in coming to you. For I am longing to see you so that I may share with you some
spiritual gift to strengthen you — or rather so that we may be mutually encouraged by each
other’s faith, both yours and mine.

Rom. 12:1 - 6

I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a
living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. Do not be
conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may
discern what is the will of God — what is good and acceptable and perfect. For by the grace
given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of yourself more highly than you ought to
think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God has
assigned. For as in one body we have many members, and not all the members have the same
function, so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are members one of
another. We have gifts that differ according to the grace given to us...

Compassion

Christian servant-leaders follow the example of Jesus and start from the place of compassion.
This often leads to teaching in the sense of drawing out the wisdom and capability in others as
well as direct action. To borrow from the old saying, servant-leaders do not give fish to the
hungry, nor teach them how to fish. Rather, they join with the community and learn how to fish
together. This is the miracle of the loaves and fishes.

Mark 6:34 - 44

As he went ashore, he saw a great crowd; and he had compassion for them, because they were
like sheep without a shepherd; and he began to teach them many things. When it grew late, his
disciples came to him and said, “This is a deserted place, and the hour is now very late; send
them away so that they may go into the surrounding country and villages and buy something for
themselves to eat.” But he answered them, “You give them something to eat.” They said to him,
“Are we to go and buy two hundred denarii worth of bread, and give it to them to eat?” And he
said to them, “How many loaves have you? Go and see.” When they had found out, they said,
“Five, and two fish.” Then he ordered them to get all
the people to sit down in groups on the green grass. So they sat down in groups of hundreds and
of fifties. the five loaves and the two fish, he looked up to heaven, and blessed and broke the
loaves, and gave them to his disciples to set before the people; and he divided the two fish among
them all. And all ate and were filled; and they took up twelve baskets full of broken pieces and of
the fish. Those who had eaten the loaves numbered five thousand men.

Love

As Paul recognized, it all starts with the great commandment to love. It is love which casts out
fear and embraces others, making all things new and for Jesus this was the foundation of life with
God and life together.

1Cor. 13:1 - 3

If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a
clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all
knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I
am nothing. If I give away all my possessions, and if I hand over my body so that I may boast,
but do not have love, I gain nothing.

Luke 10:27

He (Jesus) answered, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your
soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself.”

Fear

As human beings we often live in the presence of fear. While stressful, having fears can at times
be both appropriate and helpful. Literally being fearful, however, can immobilize us and distort
our view of reality as it takes us out of the present moment. It is also the source of much anger
and violence. Reflect on how “fear” is treated in the Gospel of Luke.

Luke 1:30

The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God.

Luke 2:10

But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for see — I am bringing you good news of great
joy for all the people:

Luke 5:10

and so also were James and John, sons of Zebedee, who were partners with Simon. Then Jesus
said to Simon, “Do not be afraid; from now on you will be catching people.”

Luke 8:25

He said to them, “Where is your faith?” They were afraid and amazed, and said to one another,
“Who then is this, that he commands even the winds and the water, and they obey him?”

Luke 12:7

But even the hairs of your head are all counted. Do not be afraid; you are of more value than
many sparrows.

Luke 12:32

“Do not be afraid, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom.

Temptation

Immediately after Jesus’ baptism, he was led (driven) to the wilderness and was tempted.
Servant--leaders live continually with temptation. And, we so often forget that before Jesus was
invited into the desert, He heard that he was God’s beloved child.

Matt. 4:1 -10

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. He fasted
forty days and forty nights, and afterwards he was famished. The tempter came and said to him,
“If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.” But he
answered, “It is written, ‘One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from
the mouth of God.’” Then the devil took him to the holy city and placed him on the pinnacle of
the temple, saying to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down; for it is written, ‘He
will command his angels concerning you,’ and ‘On their hands they will bear you up, so that you
will not dash your foot against a stone.’” Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, ‘Do not put the
Lord your God to the test.’” Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him
all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor; and he said to him, “All these I will give you, if
you will fall down and worship me.” Jesus said to him, “Away with you, Satan! for it is written,
‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’”

The Continuing Presence of the Holy Spirit in the Ministry of a Servant--Leader

The entire earthly ministry of Jesus was undertaken in intimate communion with the Holy Spirit,
from his baptism to his death. What’s more he promised the indwelling presence of the Holy
Spirit to all who call in Christ’s name.

Mark 1:9 - 11

In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. And
just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit
descending like a dove on him. And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved;
with you I am well pleased.”

Mark 15:37 - 39

Then Jesus gave a loud cry and breathed his last. And the curtain of the temple was torn in two,
from top to bottom. Now when the centurion, who stood facing him, saw that in this way he
breathed his last, he said, “Truly this man was God’s Son!”

John 14:18 - 27

“I will not leave you orphaned; I am coming to you. In a little while the world will no longer see
me, but you will see me; because I live, you also will live. On that day you will know that I am in
my Father, and you in me, and I in you. They who have my and keep them are those who love
me; and those who love me will be loved by my Father, and I will love them and reveal myself to
them.” Judas (not Iscariot) said to him, “Lord, how is it that you will reveal yourself to us, and
not to the world?” Jesus answered him, “Those who love me will keep my word, and my Father
will love them, and we will come to them and make our home with them. Whoever does not love
me does not keep my words; and the word that you hear is not mine, but is from the Father who
sent me.
“I have said these things to you while I am still with you. But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit,
whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you everything, and remind you of all that I
have said to you. Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. I do not give to you as the world
gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid.

Conclusion

May the courage of Jesus and the Peace of Christ be with you on your journey of servant-leadership.

