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1. Servant Leadership in the Bible 
From: The NIV Leadership Bible—Leadership Principles from God’s Word (Zondervan, 1998 
 

1. John 13:1-17 (Jesus, Servant Leader) 
 
Before the feast of Passover, Jesus knew that his hour had come to pass from this world to the Father. He 
loved his own in the world and he loved them to the end. The devil had already induced Judas, son of Simon the 
Iscariot, to hand him over. So, during supper,  fully aware that the Father had put everything into his power and 
that he had come from God and was returning to God, he rose from supper and took off his outer garments. He 
took a towel and tied it around his waist. Then he poured water into a basin and began to wash the disciples’ 
feet and dry them with the towel around his waist. He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, “Master, are you 
going to wash my feet?  Jesus answered and said to him, “What I am doing, you do not understand now, but 
you will understand later.”  Peter said to him, “You will never wash my feet.” Jesus answered him, “Unless I 
wash you, you will have no inheritance with me.” Simon Peter said to him, “Master, then not only my feet, but 
my hands and head as well.” Jesus said to him, “Whoever has bathed has no need except to have his feet 
washed, for he is clean all over; so you are clean, but not all.” For he knew who would betray him; for this 
reason, he said, “Not all of you are clean.” 
 
So when he had washed their feet [and] put his garments back on and reclined at table again, he said to them, 
“Do you realize what I have done for you?  You call me ‘teacher’ and ‘master,’ and rightly so, for indeed I am. If 
I, therefore, the master and teacher, have washed your feet, you ought to wash one another’s feet. I have given 
you a model to follow, so that as I have done for you, you should also do. Amen, amen, I say to you, no slave is 
greater than his master nor any messenger greater than the one who sent him. 17 If you understand this, 
blessed are you if you do it. (NABRE) 
 
Reflection  
 
In John 13 Jesus demonstrates the upside-down values of God’s kingdom. The greatest leader is the 
lowest servant. When he finished washing the disciple’s feet he said, “I have set you an example that you 
should do as I have done for you.” Real servant leadership follows this radical, no-holds-barred directive.  
 

Serving others can be tough; expending your energies and resources in the interest of others can be 
exhausting. Yet the most effective leaders are servants. Nobody demonstrated this better than Jesus on 
the night prior to his crucifixion. Alone with his disciples in a room in Jerusalem, Jesus did the 
unthinkable. When there was no servant to carry out the custom of foot washing, Jesus assumed the role. 
The Master became the servant. The greatest and most high became the least and the lowest. 
 

Jesus was able to do this because he was secure in himself. He knew who was and where he was going 
(v. 1). But Jesus also served his disciples because he loved them (v. 1). While these two reasons would be 
adequate in and of themselves, the Lord had another reason for his actions. When he had finished 
washing the disciples’ feet, Jesus told them, “I have set you an example that you should do as I have done 
for you.” (v. 15). The Lord didn’t tell them to do “what” he had done. He commanded them to do “as” he 
had done. They weren’t  to become full-time foot-washers, but rather full-time servers of men and 
women. They were to be servant leaders.  
 

è Are you a follower of Jesus? Do you desire to be his disciple? Make a commitment to do as he did and 
expend your energies in service to others. 

è Why are we so impressed with what Jesus did? What is it so hard to be a servant leader? How can you 
follow the Lord’s example. Read Isaiah 53 to gain additional insights into the character of Jesus as a 
servant leader.  
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2. Mark 10:35-45 (To Serve, Not Be Served) 
 
Then James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came to him and said to him, “Teacher, we want you to do for us 
whatever we ask of you.” He replied, “What do you wish [me] to do for you?” They answered him, “Grant that in 
your glory we may sit one at your right and the other at your left.”  Jesus said to them, “You do not know what 
you are asking. Can you drink the cup that I drink or be baptized with the baptism with which I am 
baptized?”  They said to him, “We can.” Jesus said to them, “The cup that I drink, you will drink, and with the 
baptism with which I am baptized, you will be baptized;  but to sit at my right or at my left is not mine to give but 
is for those for whom it has been prepared.” When the ten heard this, they became indignant at James and 
John. Jesus summoned them and said to them, “You know that those who are recognized as rulers over the 
Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones make their authority over them felt.  But it shall not be so among 
you. Rather, whoever wishes to be great among you will be your servant;  whoever wishes to be first among you 
will be the slave of all. For the Son of Man did not come to be served but to serve and to give his life as a 
ransom for many.” 
 
Reflection 
 
One crucial message Jesus wanted his disciples to grasp was that in God’s kingdom leaders are servants. 
To drive that point home, Jesus stated that even he “did not come to be served, but to serve (v. 45). The 
reading from Mark gives us a glimpse of what Jesus did as the ultimate Servant Leader, as well as 
providing some insights as to the bottom-line results of good servant leadership.  
 
Jesus taught that service is the path to legitimate leadership. Robert Greenleaf made an essential point 
about how an attitude of servant leadership begins and what kinds of results it can produce: “The 
servant-leader is servant first. . . . it begins with the natural feeling that one wants to serve, to serve first. 
That person is sharply different from one who is leader first, perhaps because of the need to assuage an 
unusual power drive to acquire material possessions. For such it will be a later choice to serve—after 
leadership is established. The leader-first and the servant-first are two extreme types. Between them 
there are shadings and blends that are part of the infinite variety of human nature.” (Servant Leadership, 
p. 13-14) 

 
How do we know whether a leader is genuinely serving? Greenleaf states that “The best test, and difficult 
to administer, is: Do those served grow as persons? Do they, while being served, become healthier, 
wiser, freer, more autonomous, more likely themselves to become servants?”  
 
Let’s take a look at Jesus’ example. Jesus didn’t merely talk servant leadership; he lived it out. In fact, the 
only reason he came to earth was to serve God and, through his death and resurrection, to serve 
humanity. As for his inner circle of disciples, they became better people in every conceivable way after he 
had met them than they were before. Even though he had been present at creation and had every right to 
act as “leader-first,” Jesus’ statement in verse 45 shows that his paradigm was unquestionably “servant-
first.” 
 
Jesus refocused his follower’s thinking to align more closely with the servant-first model. Greenleaf’s 
insightful distinction provides us with some mental tracks on which to run as we carry that focus into 
action.  
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3. Isaiah 52:13—53:12 (Jesus, The Suffering Servant) 
 
See, my servant shall prosper, he shall be raised high and greatly exalted. 
Even as many were amazed at him—    so marred were his features, 
    beyond that of mortals his appearance, beyond that of human beings— 
So shall he startle many nations, kings shall stand speechless; 
For those who have not been told shall see, those who have not heard shall ponder it. 
 

Who would believe what we have heard? To whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed? 
He grew up like a sapling before him, like a shoot from the parched earth; 
He had no majestic bearing to catch our eye, no beauty to draw us to him. 
He was spurned and avoided by men, a man of suffering, knowing pain, 
Like one from whom you turn your face, spurned, and we held him in no esteem. 
 

Yet it was our pain that he bore, our sufferings he endured. 
We thought of him as stricken, struck down by God and afflicted, 
But he was pierced for our sins, crushed for our iniquity. 
He bore the punishment that makes us whole, by his wounds we were healed. 
We had all gone astray like sheep, all following our own way; 
But the Lord laid upon him the guilt of us all.  
 

Though harshly treated, he submitted and did not open his mouth; 
Like a lamb led to slaughter or a sheep silent before shearers, he did not open his mouth. 
Seized and condemned, he was taken away. Who would have thought any more of his destiny? 
For he was cut off from the land of the living, struck for the sins of his people. 
He was given a grave among the wicked, a burial place with evildoers, 
Though he had done no wrong, nor was deceit found in his mouth. 
But it was the Lord’s will to crush him with pain. 
By making his life as a reparation offering he shall see his offspring, shall lengthen his days, 

and the Lord’s will shall be accomplished through him. 
Because of his anguish he shall see the light; because of his knowledge he shall be content; 
My servant, the just one, shall justify the many, their iniquity he shall bear. 
Therefore I will give him his portion among the many, and he shall divide the spoils with the mighty, 
Because he surrendered himself to death, was counted among the transgressors, 
Bore the sins of many, and interceded for the transgressors. 
 

Reflection  
 

More often than not, leadership skills are used in the service of personal gain and career advancement rather 
than in service to others. Yet God himself demonstrated through the life and ministry of his Son that leadership 
is intended for use in an other-centered way.  
 

Jesus is the perfect fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecy. As the Suffering Servant of Isaiah, Jesus clearly 
communicated his purpose for coming to this earth: “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but 
to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” (Mark 10:45). In his sacrifice on the cross, Jesus provides 
us with the ultimate illustration of servant leadership. This example of servanthood transcends any that has 
ever been seen before or since: “at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the 
ungodly. Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibility 
dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” 
(Romans 5:6-8).  
 
Christ “took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows” (53:4). If we believe this, what prevents us from serving 
others as he served us? What do we have to believe about God and ourselves in order to fully embrace a 
servant-leadership mindset?  
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4. Mark 9:33-37 (The First Must Be Last) 
 
They came to Capernaum and, once inside the house, he began to ask them, “What were you arguing 
about on the way?” But they remained silent. They had been discussing among themselves on the way 
who was the greatest. Then he sat down, called the Twelve, and said to them, “If anyone wishes to be 
first, he shall be the last of all and the servant of all.” Taking a child he placed it in their midst, and putting 
his arms around it he said to them, “Whoever receives one child such as this in my name, receives me; 
and whoever receives me, receives not me but the One who sent me.” 
 
Reflection 
 
At some point in the future, every knee will bow at the name of Jesus. Yet he came to earth in the form of a 
servant, and he expects those who serve him in this world to express that service to him through their 
ministry to others. Mark 9:33-37 shows the contrast between leadership as seen by the world and by the 
Word. 
 
A Biblical view of servant leadership makes evident that the service we render to others is really a 
measure of the service we render to God. Christ himself is the model of this servant mindset, and he 
commands his followers to imitate his service to them. When Jesus washed his disciple’s feet, he was 
giving them a visual parable of the use of power in God’s kingdom.  
 
On more than one occasion, Jesus’ disciples argued over “which of them was considered the greatest” 
(Luke 22:24; cf. Matthew 20:20-28). As they jockeyed for the highest position in the kingdom, Jesus had to 
encourage them to turn their thinking upside-down. He informed them that the way of God’s children 
must be radically different from the way of this world. Earthly rulers seek power and control, but for the 
followers of Christ, “If anyone wants to be first, he must be the very last, and the servant of all” (Mark 
9:35) 
 
Jesus said, “Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it” (Matthew 
10:39). How do you relate this truth to the issue of servant leadership.  
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5. Luke 22:24-30 (The Greatest Is the One Who Serves) 
 
Then an argument broke out among them about which of them should be regarded as the greatest. He 
said to them, “The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them and those in authority over them are addressed 
as ‘Benefactors’; but among you it shall not be so. Rather, let the greatest among you be as the youngest, 
and the leader as the servant. For who is greater: the one seated at table or the one who serves? Is it not 
the one seated at table? I am among you as the one who serves. It is you who have stood by me in my 
trials; and I confer a kingdom on you, just as my Father has conferred one on me, that you may eat and 
drink at my table in my kingdom; and you will sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel. 
 
Reflection 
 
As the disciples struggled among themselves for the power positions, Jesus gently reminded them of who 
really held the power. It’s a lesson that we’ll do well to take to heart as we consider our own leadership 
positions. Luke 22:24-30 shows who holds the power in God’s kingdom.  
 
Here Jesus’ instructions to his disciples take a slightly different tack. Jesus clarifies his own role in the 
power structure. Look at verses 29 and 30. 
 
Jesus wanted his disciples to learn the important concept of leading first as a servant. But as the 
disciples contemplated their various roles in the Lord’s kingdom, their minds immediately focused on the 
positions of power and prestige each wanted to inherit. Each thought he should have the most important 
role.  
 
But the Lord interrupted their argument with words intended to bring about a perspective that they had 
perhaps forgotten: Jesus was the one who would “confer on them a kingdom.” He was the one who held 
the power because God the Father had conferred it on him. And the power structure in the kingdom of 
God was radically different from what the world perceived as power. Imagine the disciples’ downcast 
faces as they received this impromptu performance appraisal from the Master. For the disciples, Jesus’ 
words must have been a wake-up call. And although they may not have fully understood what they were 
being called to do in service to God and to others, they would learn quickly enough.  
 
Have you ever found yourself in a situation in which you were vying with others for power? Remember, in 
such situations, who really holds the power. It is God who ordains and confers leadership. And the most 
successful leaders are those people who are willing to share in God’s kingdom values and act as servants 
to those who follow.  
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6. John 15:1-8 (Vine and Branches) 
 
I am the true vine, and my Father is the vine grower. He takes away every branch in me that does not bear 
fruit, and every one that does he prunes so that it bears more fruit. You are already pruned because of the 
word that I spoke to you. Remain in me, as I remain in you. Just as a branch cannot bear fruit on its own 
unless it remains on the vine, so neither can you unless you remain in me.  
 
I am the vine, you are the branches. Whoever remains in me and I in him will bear much fruit, because 
without me you can do nothing. Anyone who does not remain in me will be thrown out like a branch and 
wither; people will gather them and throw them into a fire and they will be burned. If you remain in me and 
my words remain in you, ask for whatever you want and it will be done for you. By this is my Father 
glorified, that you bear much fruit and become my disciples. 
 
Reflection 
 
Jesus often used nature to illustrate spiritual truth, and the organic metaphor in this passage speaks of 
reproductive life. The vine, branches, and fruit constitute an integrated biological system in which the 
fruit is the abundant product of life that is derived from the nutrients in the soil. Just as the branch must 
receive its life form the vine, so believers must depend upon and look to the life of Christ within them to 
find their spiritual vitality. And just as the fruit nourishes others and contains within itself the seeds of its 
own reproduction, so the outward manifestation of the life of Christ in us nourishes and reproduces his 
life in others. If any part of the system malfunctions, the byproduct of fruit will fail to appear.  
 
Systems involve leaders, groups and circumstances. In the case of this allegory, the leader is Jesus and 
the group consists of his followers. Disciples of Christ who are called into positions of leadership must 
first be submissive to the spiritual system described in this passage before they can hope to create 
organizational and relational systems that will have a lasting impact on others.  
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7. Acts 4:36-37, 9:26-30, 11:22-26 (Barnabas, Servant Leader) 
 
Acts 4:36-37 
Thus Joseph, also named by the apostles Barnabas (which is translated “son of encouragement”), a 
Levite, a Cypriot by birth, sold a piece of property that he owned, then brought the money and put it at the 
feet of the apostles. 
 
Acts 9:26-30 
When he arrived in Jerusalem he tried to join the disciples, but they were all afraid of him, not believing 
that he was a disciple. Then Barnabas took charge of him and brought him to the apostles, and he 
reported to them how on the way he had seen the Lord and that he had spoken to him, and how in 
Damascus he had spoken out boldly in the name of Jesus. He moved about freely with them in Jerusalem, 
and spoke out boldly in the name of the Lord. He also spoke and debated with the Hellenists, but they 
tried to kill him. And when the brothers learned of this, they took him down to Caesarea and sent him on 
his way to Tarsus. 
 
Acts 11:22-26 
 
The news about them reached the ears of the church in Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas [to go] to 
Antioch. When he arrived and saw the grace of God, he rejoiced and encouraged them all to remain 
faithful to the Lord in firmness of heart, for he was a good man, filled with the holy Spirit and faith. And a 
large number of people was added to the Lord. Then he went to Tarsus to look for Saul, and when he had 
found him he brought him to Antioch. For a whole year they met with the church and taught a large 
number of people, and it was in Antioch that the disciples were first called Christians. 
 
Reflection 
 
Jesus was a great servant leader, but he was the Son of God. Can we hope to measure up to the standard 
he set? Can regular people become true servant leaders as well? Before writing off this model as 
idealistic and unattainable, we might do well to read this brief statement about Barnabas, another true 
servant leader.  
 
Barnabas was one of the church’s all-time great leaders, and in this passage we discover why. Barnabas 
was a giver. He believed that he existed for the good of the church more than he believed that the church 
existed to serve him and meet his needs.  
 
A leader can select from two fundamental but opposing orientations toward his or her organization. One 
paradigm prompts him or her to take from the organization as many perks and privileges as possible. In 
this model, the organization exists to provide a title, a job, status, and service. The second orientation 
asks the leader to evaluate what he or she can contribute or put into the organization. In this scenario the 
leader takes what is need from the organization but his or her passion is to make it great, to serve its 
needs. The leader following the latter course is a servant leader, and Barnabas effectively modeled this 
approach. His life teaches its systemic principle. Simply put, Barnabas was a man who was convinced 
that God had placed him on earth to help others to live productive and satisfying lives.  
 
Good leaders do good things. Their lives matter. That’s good. Servant leaders do great things. They help 
others’ lives to matter by serving them. Servant leadership is great leadership. Barnabas’ life illustrates 
numerous leadership truths, but servant leadership is certainly one of the most important.  
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8. Philippians 2:19-24 (Timothy, Servant Leader) 
 
I hope, in the Lord Jesus, to send Timothy to you soon, so that I too may be heartened by hearing news of 
you. For I have no one comparable to him for genuine interest in whatever concerns you. For they all seek 
their own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. But you know his worth, how as a child with a father he 
served along with me in the cause of the gospel. He it is, then, whom I hope to send as soon as I see how 
things go with me, but I am confident in the Lord that I myself will also come soon.   
 
Reflection 
 
Paul singled out Timothy as one of a rare breed when he commended him to the Philippian church  as a 
leader who would serve them well. In Philippians 2:19-25 Paul provided a brief character sketch of a true 
servant leader. Read it and discover the qualities which, in Paul’s opinion, contribute to great leadership.  
 
In this passage Paul explained why Timothy was a great servant leader. “I have no one else like him, who 
takes a genuine interest in your welfare. For everyone looks out for his own interests, not those of Jesus 
Christ: (vv. 20-21). Timothy embodied three principles of servant leadership.  
 
First, the servant leader must define what his or her leadership is going to produce. If the leader hopes to 
produce privilege or prestige, he or she won’t serve well but will expect to be served by the followers. 
Timothy had genuine interest in others’ welfare. Each word is loaded.  
 
Second, the servant leader knows whom he or she serves. With that understanding comes a knowledge 
of the accountability that he or she has to others and, ultimately, to God. Timothy served Paul by serving 
those whom Paul had commissioned him to lead. In turn, both Paul and Timothy served the Lord and 
helped the Philippians to achieve what they Master had commissioned them to accomplish.  
 
The servant leader who loses sight of this model ceases to lead. Such an individual can inadvertently 
communicate the idea that no one is in charge, that the “leader” runs nothing more than the 
organization’s errands. But a thorough knowledge of “who leads the leader,” and the accountability and 
authority which that structure conveys, empower the servant leader to lead with God’s kingdom in mind. 
Timothy understood this, and Paul contrasted him with those who were looking after their own interests, 
“no those of Jesus Christ” (v. 21).  
 
Finally, servant leaders are rare. Paul stated that he know of “no one else like” Timothy (v. 20). Jesus 
taught that the greater service, the greater the leader (Matthew 20:26-28). To be truly unique—or highly 
valuable—be a leaders who, like Timothy, serves the organization by helping followers succeed.  
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2. Eleven Qualities of Christian Leadership 
William Miller [From Chapter Six in Digital Leadership and Ministry, Liturgical Press, 2022] 
 
In this fast-paced world where we are bombarded constantly with words and images, asked to make 
quick decisions, and implored to take action, we must have a strong foundation in the spirituality of 
leadership. 
 
Leadership expert Warren Bennis observed that people do not set out to be leaders. People set out to live 
their lives, expressing themselves fully. When that expression is of value to others, they become leaders. 
“So the point is not to become a leader. The point is to become yourself, to use yourself completely—all 
your skills, gifts, and energies—in order to make your vision manifest. You must withhold nothing. You 
must, in sum, become the person that you started out to be, and enjoy the process of becoming.” 
(Bennis, 111-112) 
 
The following eleven qualities of Christian leadership are developed from the work of Robert Greenleaf, 
author of the book Servant Leadership and numerous books and articles on servant leadership. Greenleaf 
was a corporate executive turned university professor and presenter who pioneered the servant 
leadership approach in the business and nonprofit worlds. 
 
These eleven qualities proposed for Christian leadership in the twenty-first century can guide you in 
reflecting on your own leadership style and approach—affirming your strengths and identifying areas you 
want to enhance or strengthen in your practice of pastoral leadership. 
 
1. A Christian leader embraces the belief that each member of a team has unique 
gifts and talents. 
 
Each member of your team has something unique to contribute to the mission. One of the leader’s 
responsibilities is to help each one discover and utilize those gifts and talents. In some cases, they are 
obvious; in other cases, the diamond may still be “in the rough” and need a great deal of polishing. Take 
time to get to know those whom you lead, their interests, their backgrounds, their likes and dislikes. At the 
same time, allow them to get to know you. The time you spend with them in building a relationship of 
confidence and trust will pay dividends as you share, learn, and grow in your ministry together. 
 
One of the greatest gifts that God gives us is the privilege of being cocreators, as we are invited to use our 
gifts and talents to build the reign of God here on earth. One of the greatest joys for any Christian leader is 
helping others to learn, grow, and participate in utilizing their gifts and talents. Every project you and your 
team undertake bene- fits from the ways that you support your team by affirming their giftedness and 
empowering them to use their talents. 
 
2. A Christian leader is a servant who inspires others to serve. 
 
This is exactly the picture of leadership that Christ gave to us as he washed the feet of the disciples at the 
Last Sup- per. This example fits nicely with Greenleaf’s assertion that “servant leaders are healers in the 
sense of making whole by helping others to a larger and nobler vision and purpose than they would likely 
attain for themselves” (Greenleaf, 240). Note his use of the word “inspires.” This implies that the leader 
demonstrates passion for the cause at hand—a palpable energy—that he or she communicates in a 
positive and energizing fashion. 
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Greenleaf highlights the importance of this principle when he writes “it is terribly important that one know, 
both about oneself and about others, whether the net effect of one’s influence on others enriches, is 
neutral, or diminishes and depletes (Greenleaf, 56). He cites the example of Pope John XXIII, who had a 
profound impact on Greenleaf’s vision of effective leadership. Under the leadership of John XXIII, “for a 
brief moment in history (four short years) many literate persons in the Western world felt a lift of spirit, 
they became more significant as persons, they gathered strength to contend with the forces that were 
grinding them down” (Greenleaf, 247). Bringing a positive, inspiring attitude to all you do with your team 
will help create an environment where all members want to be there and feel free to be creative, bringing 
their own “best selves” to the work at hand. 
 
3. A Christian leader is responsible for identifying, developing, and nurturing future 
leaders. 
 
An effective leader empowers others to develop their gifts and talents. A leader concentrates on being a 
mentor to those on the team who are interested in learning more about their craft. Greenleaf sees this as a 
very important responsibility; building a team whose members “grow taller and be- come healthier, stronger, 
more autonomous” (Greenleaf, 53). Few tasks are more worthwhile or more satisfying than helping 
another person realize their leadership potential while growing in their relationship with God and with the 
faith community they serve. 
 
4. A Christian leader models justice. 
 
Pastoral leaders lead from a clear set of core values and per- sonal principles. In the words of Chris Lowney 
about Pope Francis: “great leadership is ‘incarnational’—that is, leaders imitate Jesus, who willingly 
plunged into a messy world and nonetheless remained undeterred from his vision of how human beings 
ought to treat one another” (Lowney, 69).  Greenleaf, a self-proclaimed optimist by nature, describes the 
servant leader as one who accepts the limitations imposed by injustice as a foundation upon which the 
leader can build toward wholeness through adventurous and creative achievement. As Christian leaders, 
we must constantly ask ourselves: How do our actions, programs, and projects contribute to making the 
world a more just, peaceful, and equitable place, as well as preserving our planet for generations to come? 
This question provides a yardstick by which a leader can measure the positive impact of the ministry. 
 
5. A Christian leader exercises participative management. 
 
A good leader is a good listener who solicits ideas and insights from other members of the team. When 
possible, the leader allows the team to have influence over the decision- making process. “Insecure 
leaders hold back from consultation; they fear that by asking advice they will appear uninformed or 
vacillating, or that subordinates may come up with better ideas than the boss” (Lowney, 118). 
 
The effective leader is a collaborator who puts the mission of the team ahead of any one individual. In this 
context, leading well means investing time and energy in building and sustaining a well-qualified, well-
functioning team. It is not up to the leader to be an expert in every facet of the mission but to recognize, 
recruit, and motivate others on the team who possess the necessary information and skills to design and 
implement a successful ministry or project. 
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6. A Christian leader is a visionary. 
 
Greenleaf connects a “visionary” quality of leadership to the gift displayed by the prophets in the Hebrew 
Scriptures. The prophets were not “fortune tellers” in some magical sense. They were intelligent, insightful 
individuals with remark- able intuition. They were able to accurately assess the results that would derive from 
specific courses of action. Greenleaf believed that individuals with that same gift of prophecy are with us 
in every era of history, including the present. 
 

I now embrace the theory of prophecy, which holds that prophetic voices of great clarity, and with a 
quality of insight equal to that of any age, are speaking cogently all of the time. Men and women of a 
stature equal to the greatest of the past are with us now ad- dressing the problems of the day and 
pointing to a better way. The variable that marks some periods as barren and some as rich in prophetic 
vision is the interest, the level of seeking, the responsiveness of the hearers. (Greenleaf, 22) 

 
Individuals with this gift for prophecy have a heightened sense of awareness, allowing them to “open 
wide the doors of perception so as to enable one to get more of what is available of sensory 
experience and other signals from the environment than people usually take in. (Greenleaf, 40) 

 
Visionary leaders are responsible for helping set the vision that will guide the mission of the ministry and 
assist in designing individual projects with their teams. Be ready to recognize and affirm the visioning 
power of other team members when you see it. 
 
7. A Christian leader leads by example. 
 
A compelling vision and convincing words are important, but most importantly, an effective leader and 
leadership team lead by example. Walt Whitman wrote: “We convince by our presence.” When our 
presence as leaders engenders confidence in those whom we lead—a confidence based upon values 
such as integrity, vision, determination, and confidence—those whom we are leading will trust us and 
want to work alongside us. 
 
8. A Christian leader is a person of joy. 
 
Our joy is from the Lord! “For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things 
present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be 
able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom 8:38- 39 NRSV). This should create 
in us a feeling of irreplaceable joy. This quality of joy comes from living a life in harmony with the Spirit of 
God. This same quality is what keeps team members and volunteer leaders engaged. 
 
I hope you are able to feel the pleasure that God receives from your ministry. And I hope you feel 
tremendous joy— the joy that comes from knowing that you are using gifts that have been uniquely given to 
you in order to give honor and glory to God. Always remember that you are working to ensure that the 
gospel message will be cherished and lived for generations to come in those whom you educate. 
Moreover, when challenging circumstances arise in your ministry or in your personal life, remember the 
one who has given you your joy—to cherish and to share. 
 
9. A Christian leader is a good communicator. 
 
Robert Greenleaf advocates for the importance of listening well: “only a true natural servant automatically 
responds to any problem by listening first. I have seen enough remarkable transformation in people who 
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have been trained to listen to have some confidence in this approach. It is because true listening builds 
strength in other people.” (Greenleaf, 31) He reminds the reader of the words of St. Francis, “Lord, grant 
that I may not seek so much to be understood as to understand.” Stephen Covey believed so strongly in 
the importance of listening well that he made it the fifth of his seven habits of highly effective people: Seek 
first to under- stand, then to be understood! 
Effective communication involves answering the following questions: who? what? when? where? and how? 
The leader must determine who needs to be a part of the conversation, what the leader should say, when the 
conversation should happen, where the conversation should take place, and how it should happen or 
what tools should be used. 
 
10. A Christian leader rests, relaxes, and rejuvenates.  
 
One of the hardest disciplines to master is the self-discipline of taking time for “the three R’s” of self-care—
rest, relax, and rejuvenate. This self-care is necessary for all parts of one’s life: the physical, mental, 
emotional, and spiritual aspects. A leader makes every effort to eat well, get plenty of sleep, take breaks 
that allow the mind to unwind and concentrate on things other than work, and participate in activities that 
feed the soul. In addition to taking breaks that allow one to pace oneself during a project or a particularly 
hectic time of ministry, it is important to plan for vacations and times of retreat. These are the 
opportunities that provide an ex- tended period for applying “the three R’s” of self-care. 
 
Some leaders find it helpful to rely on someone who can assist them in applying these sound principles, 
such as a counselor or a spiritual director. Those whom you lead will notice the care you take of yourself. In 
that way, you will be- come a mentor for them. They will benefit from the example of a more balanced, more 
alert, and more pastoral leader. 
 
10. A Christian leader is a person of prayer. 
 
Prayer is our way of communicating with the divine, our way of building and strengthening the loving 
relationship that we have with the Lord. Love grows as relationships becoming stronger—with God, with 
others, and even with ourselves. Relationships are at the root of life and at the heart of love. The ideal way 
to build strong relationships is through prayer. God is always inviting us to enter more deeply into the 
relationship that each one of us shares with God—a relationship based on love, faith, and hope. Pastoral 
leaders transform lives—their own and others—by helping people grow in their relationship with and love 
for God. 
 
St. Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Jesuits, wrote: “All the things in this world are gifts of God, created 
for us to be the means by which we can come to know him better, love him more surely, and serve him 
more faithfully.” Ignatius’s spiritual principle of finding the divine in all of God’s creation was further 
developed by Rev. James Bacik into a concept he calls “situational spirituality.” 
 
Situational spirituality has three underlying principles. First, we are oriented toward mystery. We are wired 
for God and restlessly search for the meaning of life. St. Augustine framed it in these words: “Our souls are 
restless, Lord, until they rest in you.” We long for an intimate relationship with the God. Second, we are 
interdependent social creatures, called to love others and to accept the love of others, especially God. 
Third, our outlook regarding creation is basically good. One could say, the grace of God interpenetrates us 
because we are each “temples of the Holy Spirit.” 
 
To develop a situational spirituality, one begins by asking questions such as: What am I dealing with? Where 
is God in this moment or this process? What would God want me to observe and to learn from this 
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situation? By asking such questions, we are letting our lives write the agenda for our spiritual journeys. At 
that point, anything and everything that we experience has the potential to speak to us about God. The 
principle of situational spirituality is an exciting and empowering way to live and to grow in our 
relationship with the Lord. A leader who can sense the presence of God in everything—sacred liturgy, 
beautiful music, fine art, the majesty of a sunset or a thunderstorm, the person standing close by—will 
more readily grasp the potential for God’s handiwork in the design of a new project or relationship or 
leadership situation. Feeling the loving presence of God in such an intimate way, whether we are 
celebrating a joyful moment or suffering in a difficult circumstance, can give us tremendous comfort and 
reassurance. 
 
God can and does speak to us in myriad ways at count- less times during the course of each day. We begin 
to realize and appreciate this process once we have trained ourselves, with the help of God’s grace, to have 
“eyes to see and ears to hear”. It is one of the most important spiritual principles we can embrace and 
model for others. 
 
A wonderful tool for applying the principles of situational spirituality is another Ignatian practice, the Daily 
Examen. In the Daily Examen, we mentally review the events of the day to see where the goodness of God 
was particularly present or where we failed to appreciate and act upon God’s wisdom and grace. It is a 
simple and beautiful way to call to mind that God is in the midst of our day, even though we might not 
have realized it at the time. Here is a quick and easy way to practice the Daily Examen. 
 

1. In the evening, find a quiet place to meditate by looking back on the events of the day in the 
company of the Holy Spirit. If parts of the day are confusing or if you cannot remember some 
aspects, ask God to bring clarity and understanding. 

 
2. Review the day with a grateful heart. Remember, prayer is best begun with an attitude of 

gratitude. As you walk through the day, note the times of joy and de- light. Focus on the day’s 
gifts. Consider the work you accomplished and the people with whom you interacted. What did 
you receive from them? What did you give to them? Think about the details of the day, such as 
what you ate, what you saw, and so forth—remembering that God is in the details. 

 
3. Pay attention to your emotions. One of the many great insights of Ignatius was his realization that 

we can often detect the presence of the Holy Spirit in the movements of our emotions. Take time 
to reflect on the various emotions you experienced during the day. How might God have been 
speaking to you through those emotions? 

 
4. Choose a specific feature of the day and pray it. Ask the Holy Spirit to guide you to a particular 

thought, feeling, or encounter from the day. It may be something striking or something that 
seemed insignificant at the time. Follow where the Spirit leads and take some time to pray about 
it. Allow the prayer to arise spontaneously from your heart—whether it is a prayer of intercession, 
praise, repentance, gratitude, surrender, or petition. 

 
5. Look toward tomorrow. Ask God to give you wisdom and strength for the challenges the next day 

may present. Pay attention to the feelings that surface as you think about it. Are you excited, 
delighted, doubtful, anxious, or reluctant? Allow yourself to form these feelings into prayer(s). 
Seek God’s guidance and pray for hope, courage, or whatever you feel is needed for the situations 
you may face. Ignatius encouraged people to talk to God as a friend. Sometime during the 
process, take a few moments to ask the Lord for forgiveness for your sins. Don’t forget to do all of 
this in a spirit of gratitude. If time allows, end your Examen with the Lord’s Prayer. (Adapted from 
“How Can I Pray”) 
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All of the great leaders I have referenced in this chapter, both the secular and the religious, have recognized 
one very important concept. The great theologian and philosopher Teilhard de Chardin summarized it this 
way: “We are not human beings having a spiritual experience. We are spiritual beings having a human 
experience.” And prayer is a vitally important practice for every spiritual being. There are myriad ways to 
pray. Each leader must find the ways that best resonate with his or her life experience in building and 
sustaining a loving relationship with God, who loves us unconditionally. Here I have focused on one 
process, and an attendant practice of it, that have been particularly helpful for me as a Christian leader. 
No doubt you have discovered, and will continue to discover, the practices that work for you. 
 
In Conclusion 
 
Embracing a servant leadership approach helps us to imagine what is to come: “ ‘How do we get the right 
things done?’ will be the watchword of the day, every day. And the context of those who bring it off will be 
this: all men and women who are touched by the effort grow taller, and become healthier, stronger, more 
autonomous and more disposed to serve.” (Greenleaf, 60) 
 
Charles Keating summarizes the spirituality of leader- ship in this way. “The effective leader is in a constant 
process of development, learning from his or her experience. . . . He or she accepts human nature as 
essentially relational, made as we are in the image and likeness of a relational God. He or she knows how 
to get jobs done while helping people feel their worth. . . . He or she appreciates the rich- ness of diversity 
and helps others do the same . . . keeping a burning desire to better everything ‘through Christ, with Christ 
and in Christ’. And like Christ, he or she will use all that is truly human to manifest the divine.” (Keating, 
132-33) 
 
The Christian leader will find great joy and satisfaction in working with others, so that they may continue to 
progress in becoming the very best people that they can become for themselves, for others, and for God. 
This is what happens when we follow our passion, that fire in our souls that has been given to us by God. 
To be a Christian leader in a pas- toral setting is “to care passionately that each successive generation 
will know Jesus Christ, the Good News he embodied, and the mission he commissioned to us.” (Quinlan, 
141) 
 
The Word was made flesh, dwelt among us, and now lovingly leads us forward as servant-leaders. We are 
bearers of the Word and builders of God’s reign, right here, right now. 
 
Reflection on the Pastoral Leadership Competencies 
 
è Which of these qualities do you consider your greatest strengths as a pastoral leader? 
è Which of these qualities do you want to improve or enhance as a pastoral leader? 
è How can you develop a personal learning plan to strengthen the areas you identified for growth as a 

pastoral leader? 
 
Endnotes  
Bennis, Warren. On Becoming a Leader, 4th ed. New York: Basic Books, 2009. 
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Exemplary Leadership: 
Five Practices & Ten Commitments 

The Leadership Challenge (7th Edition) by James M. Kouzes and Barry Z. Posner. Wiley, 2023. 
 

Leadership is a set of behaviors and actions that are available to everyone. 
 

Leadership is in the actions that you take. It emerges from the values that guided your decisions and 
behavior. It results for the visions you have for yourself and others. It is evident in the changes you initiate 
and the challenges you accept. It appears in the trust you build and the connections you strengthen. It’s 

about how you others up and how you make others feel values. 
(James Kouzes and Barry Posner) 

 
In The Leadership Challenge James Kouzes and Barry Posner identify five practices and ten commitments 
for leadership drawn from their extensive research with leaders in organizations. They write that 
leadership is about how leaders mobilize others to want to get extraordinary things done in organizations. 
“It’s about the practices the leaders use to transform values into actions, visions into realities, obstacles 
into innovations, separateness into solidarity, and risks into rewards.”  
 
Practice 1. Model the Way 
 
Commitments 
• Find your voice by clarifying your personal values. 
• Set the example by aligning actions with shared values. 
 

Leaders stand for something, believe in something, and care about something. They find their voice by 
clarifying their personal values and then expressing those values in their own unique and authentic style 
Leaders also know that they cannot force their views on others. Instead, they work tirelessly to forge 
consensus around a set of common principles. Leaders must set the example by aligning their personal 
actions with shared values. Modeling the way is essentially about earning the right and the respect to 
lead through direct individual involvement and action. People first follow the person, then the plan.  
 

è What are the personal values you bring to your leadership approach and style?  
è How well aligned are your leadership actions with the shared values in your parish community?  
 
Practice 2. Envision the Future 
 
Commitments  
• Envision the future by imaging exciting and ennobling possibilities. 
• Enlist others in a common vision by appealing to shared aspirations. 
 

Leaders envision the future by imaging exciting and ennobling possibilities. They dream of what might be, 
and they passionately believe that they can make a positive difference. They envision the future, creating 
an ideal and unique image of what the community or organization can become. But visions seen by the 
leader are insufficient to mobilize and energize. Leaders enlist others in exciting possibilities by appealing 
to shared aspirations. They breathe life into the ideal and unique images of the future and get others to 
see how their own dreams can be realized by embracing a common vision. 
 

è What is your vision for the future in your church? What is the vision for the future of faith formation? 
è How do you enlist others in envisioning the future?  
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Practice 3. Challenge the Process 
 
Commitments  
• Search for opportunities by seeking innovative ways to change, grow, and improve. 
• Experiment and take risks by constantly generating small wins and learning from mistakes.  
 
The work of leaders is change. To them the status quo is unacceptable. Leaders search for opportunities 
by seeking innovative ways to change, grow, and improve. They seize the initiative to make things happen. 
And knowing they have no monopoly on good ideas, leaders constantly scan the outside environment for 
creative ways to do things. Leaders experiment and take risks by constantly generating small wins and by 
learning from mistakes. And, despite persistent opposition and inevitable setbacks, leaders demonstrate 
the courage to continue the quest. Exemplary leaders know that they have to be willing to make some 
personal sacrifices in service of a higher purpose. 
 
è How do you seek out opportunities for innovation? What are the current opportunities for innovation? 
è How do you lead the implementation of new, innovative projects?    
 
Practice 4. Enable Others to Act. 
 
Commitments 
• Foster collaboration by promoting cooperative goals and building trust. 
• Strengthen others by sharing power and discretion.  
 
Leaders know they cannot do it alone. It takes partners to get extraordinary things done in an 
organization. So, leaders foster collaboration by promoting cooperative goals and building trust. They 
develop teams with spirit and cohesion. They promote a sense of reciprocity and a feeling of “we’re all in 
this together.” Leaders understand that mutual respect is what sustains extraordinary efforts. Leaders 
strengthen others by sharing power and providing choice, making each person feel competent and 
confident. They nurture self-esteem and sustain human dignity.  
 
è What are the ways you enable others to act by fostering collaboration and strengthening others?  
 
Practice 5. Encourage the Heart. 
 
Commitments 
• Recognize contributions by showing appreciation for individual excellence. 
• Celebrate the values and victories by creating a spirit of community. 
 
Getting extraordinary things done in organizations is hard work. To keep hope and determination alive, 
leaders need to recognize contributions by showing appreciation for individual excellence. Genuine acts 
of caring uplift spirits and strengthen courage. On every winning team, the members needs to share in the 
rewards of their efforts. So leaders should celebrate the values and the victories by creating a spirit of 
community. This means expressing pride in the accomplishments of their team and making everyone feel 
like everyday heroes.  
 
è How do recognize the contributions of others? How do you celebrate their accomplishments? 
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Worksheet: Applying the Practices of Exemplary 
Leadership to Catechetical Ministry  

 
Practice 1. Model the Way  

è How can catechetical leaders bring their personal values to their leadership approach and style?  
è How can catechetical leaders work to align their leadership actions with the shared values in a 

parish AND/OR help reshape the shared values in the parish to foster better alignment?  
 
 
 
 
 
Practice 2. Envision the Future 

è How can catechetical leaders develop a shared vision for the future of catechesis in their parish? 
è How can catechetical leaders engage others in envisioning the future?  

 
 
 
 
 
Practice 3. Challenge the Process 

è How can catechetical leaders seek out opportunities for innovation in parish catechesis? What 
skills are needed to seek out opportunities for innovation?  

è How can catechetical leaders lead the implementation of new, innovative projects? What’s 
required to lead innovation?  

 
 
 
 
 
Practice 4. Enable Others to Act. 

è What are the ways that catechetical leaders can enable others to act by fostering collaboration 
and strengthening others?  

 
 
 
 
 
Practice 5. Encourage the Heart. 

è How can catechetical leaders recognize the contributions of others?  
è How can they celebrate their accomplishments? 
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 p
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e b
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