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Introduction 
 
1. If I were to say a person need only do one thing to have a heightened sense of purpose, be more 

connected to others, and be a healing presence in the world, would anyone believe me?  
 
We are in the final segment of the “Why We Gather” teaching series that is focusing on grace-
filled accountability. Studies show that most everyone, from members of a fitness club to those in 
social justice networks, feel their lives are better and more focused when they are accountable to 
others to accomplish specific goals. One goal of Christ followers is to be a servant as Christ is a 
servant. That is our theme for today’s teaching, and something that we talk about regularly at First 
Covenant.  
 
I know that because when I prepare a sermon I often review my body of work to remember what I 
have written and spoke about in the past. As it turns out, alongside dozens of illustrations, I have 
preached six sermons on servanthood over eight years at First Covenant. After reviewing them I 
was kind of wining to my wife Holly that it might be difficult to innovate for a seventh sermon on 
servanthood to which she said, “well, how many Easter and Christmas Eve sermons have you 
written? Seems to me that this is one of those kinds of core Christian themes that you should 
never grow weary of talking about!” (Can you now see why it is important that I am accountable to 
Holly about my sermon writing ethic?) 
 

2. Servanthood is a core theme for Christ followers because Jesus articulated it to be so. Luke’s 
gospel biography accounts for Jesus and his first disciples having a final meal before Jesus’ 
crucifixion, death, and resurrection. We refer to this as “The Last Supper” and the first Christian 
communion. It was a very meaningful time of fellowship and there was a sense among the first 
followers of Christ that they were a part of something important. Something big. Of course, 
whenever humans feel that we are a part of something big and important, things can get strangely 
competitive. And, that is exactly what happened after the meal. Luke 22:24-27: 

 
24 A dispute also arose among them as to which of them was considered to be 
greatest. 25 Jesus said to them, “The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those who 
exercise authority over them call themselves Benefactors.26 But you are not to be like that. 
Instead, the greatest among you should be like the youngest, and the one who rules like the 
one who serves. 27 For who is greater, the one who is at the table or the one who serves? Is it 
not the one who is at the table? But I am among you as one who serves.    
      

Luke 22:24-27. NIV 
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There it is. There is the servant ethic. And, the goal of today’s sermon is to help us be accountable 
for seeing Christ’s framework of servanthood as foundational to the entire human experience. 
And, the one thing I first mentioned that we can choose to do, and be accountable to one another 
for, is creating personal cultures of Christ’ servanthood in every area of our lives. If we do that one 
thing, we will have a heightened sense of purpose, experience greater connectedness to others, 
and be a healing presence in the world. 

 
A. Serving Gives Us a Heightened Sense of Purpose  
 
1. What makes this teaching of Jesus so brilliant is that Jesus didn’t tell his disciples to stop wanting 

to be great. To say that would be to deny a primal human impulse. And, to have said “don’t seek 
to be great” to his first followers may have under-cut the courage they needed to face the 
unthinkable odds that lie ahead of them in bringing Christ’s message to the world. Instead of 
removing greatness, Jesus’ angle on greatness, and on leadership greatness was a simple and 
profound re-framing of what greatness really is. To Jesus, any race to the top must be 
simultaneously a race to the bottom. Said another way, any path of ascent to leadership and 
power is to be grounded in a path of descent to humility and service.  

 
2. In the first century, the leadership models of religion and politics were stuck in the classic 

hierarchical frame they most always get stuck in: Emperors, Monarchs and Magistrates “lording” 
their will over others and thinking of themselves as “benefactors” when in fact they were 
conscripting their citizens to do the leader’s will. Jesus flipped the whole construct on its head in 
saying “the greatest among you should be like the youngest, and the one who rules like the one 
who serves.”  
 

3. By the way, and as an aside--it is not a stretch to see the connection between Jesus’ teaching 
here and the basis of the American government as a representative democracy framed in a 
federal republic. If you haven’t seen it, or listened to the music from it, the wildly popular musical 
“Hamilton” spends most of its first half dancing around the tense struggle between Great Britain’s 
federal monarchy and the revolutionary new idea of representational government. The musical re-
frames King George’s edicts in fairly sarcastic terms and much in the way Jesus said that Kings 
see themselves as “Benefactors of the people.”  
 
I quote King George from the musical Hamilton: 
 

You say…The price of my love’s not a price that you’re willing to pay 
You cry…In your tea which you hurl in the sea when you see me go by 
Why so sad? 
Remember we made an arrangement when you went away 
Now you’re making me mad 
Remember, despite our estrangement, I’m your man 
 
You’ll be back like before 
I will fight the fight and win the war 
For your love, for your praise 
And I’ll love you till my dying days 
When you’re gone, I’ll go mad 
So don’t throw away this thing we had 
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Cuz when push comes to shove 
I will kill your friends and family to remind you of my love1 

 
The musical is so fresh because it layers modern racial narratives (most of the actors were 
women and men of color) and modern musical styles over the revolutionary struggle for basic 
human freedom. It also points out, in its’ mentions of slavery and women’s rights, that the struggle 
for government to serve and represent ALL of its citizens takes time, and wars, and ongoing 
struggles even to today, and more in the future--to be realized more authentically. 

 
4. The original structural leadership paradigm shift made by Jesus centuries before the American 

experiment was even an idea, is what is most brilliant of all. Jesus was unequivocal: Those who 
lead are to be servants, and those who lead all, are to be servants of all. That is Jesus’ servant 
paradigm, and for those of us who are in charge of leading anything…families, neighborhoods, 
service organizations, non-profit and for profit companies, baseball teams and ballet companies, 
churches and governments—whatever it is that places us in authority over anything and anyone—
when we intentionally build a culture of servanthood and seek to serve one another and not to be 
served, we will experience an intense sense of heightened purpose. That is the Christ promise. 
And, not an easy task. 

 
B. Serving Connects Us to Others 
 
1. There is something curious about Jesus’ saying “…the greatest among you should be like the 

youngest.” The meaning of that is difficult to grasp in our culture that worships youthfulness and 
largely dismisses people in their older age. In the first century, and as with some cultures around 
the world today, older people were prized for their life experiences and wisdom, and it was the 
explicit role of the younger to serve the older. In saying that those in charge are to be like the 
youngest Jesus was challenging something beyond roles, he was challenging the larger idea of 
power and authority. So, in a sense, Jesus addressed the entire leadership system across age 
and status by pointing out that the role of any leader in any position is to be the helping hand, the 
attentive listener, the person who is present and available.  

 
This is the part of servanthood that connects us more meaningfully to one another. If we are 
willing to create and maintain a culture of servanthood wherever we go, we are actually creating a 
culture of connectedness. This is true because the attentive person is the connected person.  
 

2. For those with spouses and/or children, the opportunity and crucible is most often in our very own 
homes. And, the moment of truth is when we walk in the door. Are we present and available? Or, 
distracted and unavailable? This has been learning space for me. I have always had a full 
schedule and tend to move in the world like a whirlwind. Not a good match for bringing peace into 
the house at the end of the day! Sometimes I have come blasting into the house talking loudly on 
my cell phone. Other times I was so overwhelmed and grouchy that my wife Holly simply asked 
me to come back at a later time when I wasn’t such a jerk!  
 
I really have had to work on what call “the entry problem.” We made an agreement that neither of 
us will be talking on the phone when arriving home. If necessary, finish the call in the car. For 
several years I placed a laminated card on the dash of my car that had several points of reminders 
about my arrival at home: “Be calm. Be available. Remember what gives Holly peace and energy 

                                                
1 https://genius.com/Lin-manuel-miranda-youll-be-back-lyrics (Accessed 8-19-17) 
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is…” The card was what I needed to have a posture of being present and attentive to my family 
when I walked into the house.  

 
3. What about you? How do you arrive home? If you do not have children, or you are single and your 

arrival with others is in different spaces—how do you arrive? What is your posture when you 
arrive? The servant posture serves to connect us to one another. 
 

4. On an institutional level, this is at the heart of the re-birth of First Covenant Church. When I was 
called to be pastor of First Covenant the primary crisis was minimal connection to the City of 
Minneapolis and Elliot Park, our neighborhood. The fifty years of First Covenant’s decline can be 
traced alongside the congregation’s movements to other places around the metropolitan area. 
And, yet the disconnect was not as much a distance matter, but a relationship matter. The 
relationship to the City of Minneapolis and our neighborhood--the strivings, the struggles, the 
aspirations and dreams simply faded from this congregation’s mind’s eye to the point where our 
primary goal in 2009 was to relearn what it meant to be in Minneapolis and what it would take to 
re-attach to the broader community.  
 
Jesus’ method for re-attachment is servanthood. And, institutionally, this meant re-envisioning 
what our building and block meant and could mean to the community as well as ourselves. 
Theologically, the New Testament is clear that people are the church, and not brick and mortar. 
Historically, church buildings have been built to contain programs and ministries exclusively run by 
the church. I am deeply moved by this community’s willingness to recognize that the building and 
block had to be shared with the larger community, and that the only way to do so was to take a 
step back from exclusivity and learn to share, which is also at the heart of servanthood. 

 
5. Here is a provocative idea: To serve someone means that we are willing to share, not simply give, 

that which is valuable to us. That kind of interaction between our facility and our neighborhood has 
re-deployed our sacred space to be sacred space that is also civic space. In the eight non-profits 
ranging from year round homeless shelter to Early Childhood Center, and from a health innovation 
center to a non-religious arts collective, it is now both. That has been our eight-year path to 
spiritual health, missional relevancy, and fiscal sustainability.  
 
And, as a Christian community stewarding the block, we will need to learn even more about what 
it means to be a distinctive Christian community that plays host to people and organizations with 
shared values and yet different creeds. There will be continual balances and tensions to be 
carefully held. And, we will have to remain diligent in our constant reframing of what makes church 
a church and what is shared space. Especially for those who have only known church to require 
some kind of seemingly un-severable relationship between Christians and their brick and mortar.  
 

6. An example of our challenge, for me, was getting feedback from one young couple who was part 
of our community and moved on to another Church community for several reason. And, one 
reason that continues to cause me to think the challenges of servanthood through, was their 
concern that the staff would give up their offices on the first floor of the building for a public charter 
school. (We planned on partnering with a charter school on the first floor of the education building, 
but in the end Upstream Health Innovations filled out the space) This couple felt that sharing that 
space was to give up some part of the heart of our Christian mission. It made me sad that they 
couldn’t see the value of the shared space. And, it wasn’t that the staff loves walking three flights 
of stairs to their offices everyday. The leadership simply viewed our configuration as the best 
means to prefer our new partner in order to share with the wider community.  
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7. For those on our email list, later this week you can read in the Leadership Team’s community 

highlights from our last meeting, that we are opening a conversation with an arts organization that 
has an innovative vision to expand upon our shared partner value of promoting human flourishing 
(we call our block “The Healing Block”) by developing the sanctuary into a community 
performance venue offering as many as four concerts a week. If we decide to support this vision, 
we will be required to remind ourselves that we, the church, are the sanctuary for Christ, and this 
room called the Sanctuary will become a shared space. And, by sharing our space, we will 
become more connected to more people, framing the joy of our embodied Christian community as 
host to a wider sense of community in all of its life giving layers.  

 
Heightened sense of purpose. Greater connectedness to others. What about being a healing 
presence in the world? How does servanthood help us be a healing presence in the world? 
 
C. Serving Positions Us to Be a Healing Presence in the World 
 
1. Jesus, Emmanuel, God incarnate and God with us said, “I am among you as one who serves.” 

Throughout the sweep of the gospel biographies we see that Jesus: 
 

• Served his family and cultural heritage: Often, the first place Jesus would go as he entered 
a town was the local synagogue. He would teach, heal, and bless the people. The 
scriptures say very little about the siblings of Jesus but the obedience of Jesus to his 
parents as a child and his care for his mother even on the cross are proof of his concern for 
his family. 
 

• Jesus was a servant to the powerful, rich and the learned. Jesus took meetings, attended 
weddings, healed the children of military leaders, and even spoke at banquets of the 
wealthy and influential. Jesus’ teaching had mixed results at this level of society and yet it 
did take root in the lives of some.  

 
• Jesus was a servant and would often place special emphasis on the poor, the disabled, the 

diseased, and the outcast. Jesus possessed deep concern for the lowest rung of society. 
He went out of his way to spend time with these dear ones, and performed miracles that 
afforded them the opportunity to be reconnected to their communities.  

 
2. It is important that we look at the way Jesus moved in the world and envision ourselves doing the 

same in our own unique and creative way. It is essential that we look for ways to serve our family 
and cultural heritage, the powerful and rich, and especially the marginalized. And, we are to serve 
everyone, even if the expressions of servanthood are very different for different kinds of settings 
and people. Jesus showed us, while we are to serve all, there is no one size fits all version of 
servanthood.  
 

3. For instance, when conflicts such as what took place in Charlottesville, Virginia last weekend arise 
and spark a national debate that forces everyone to ask “who will you side with,” that the Christ 
follower must always side with the path of love for all and supremacy for none. And, at the same 
time we are to find creative ways to serve everyone, including the white soul who, as African 
American civil rights icon Ruby Sales said recently, is having a crisis of meaning and doesn’t know 
how to move in the world. In an interview Ruby Sales said: 
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…there’s a spiritual crisis in white America. It’s a crisis of meaning….we talk a lot about black 
theologies, but I want a liberating white theology. I want a theology that speaks to Appalachia. I 
want a theology that begins to deepen people’s understanding about their capacity to live fully 
human lives and to touch the goodness inside of them, rather than call upon them — the part 
of themselves that’s not relational. Because there’s nothing wrong with being European-
American; that’s not the problem. It’s how you actualize that history and how you actualize that 
reality.  
 
It’s almost like white people don’t believe that other white people are worthy of being 
redeemed…So as a black person, I want a theology that gives hope and meaning to people 
who are struggling to have meaning in a world where they no longer are as essential to 
whiteness as they once were.2 

 
4. In the Protestant Christian Tradition, theology is largely formed in the convergence space of 

Scripture, Tradition, Experience and Reason. If we are to serve all in our time, our charge as 
Christ followers is to look at the absence of the kind of white liberation theology as framed by civil 
rights icons such as Ruby Sales, and have the courage to work on that theology such that the 
former oppressor is set free even as those who were oppressed continue to need to be set free 
from the lingering presence of white supremacy in obvious and less obvious forms.  
 

5. One person working not so much on a theology of liberation for white people as much as a civil 
philosophy for all people in New Orleans, Louisiana and the entire south, is New Orleans’ Mayor 
Mitch Landrieu. While his speech was delivered a few months ago, he was someone who gave 
me oxygen in the oxygen starved space in the state of our current circumstances. The occasion of 
his speech was the removal of a large statue of the Confederate Army General Robert E. Lee.3 

 
[ONSCREEN] 

 

 
 

                                                
2 https://onbeing.org/programs/ruby-sales-where-does-it-hurt-aug2017/ (accessed 8-19-17) 
3 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/mitch-landrieu-speech-confederate-monuments_us_59243ebce4b03b485cb5122b 
(accessed on 8-19-17) 
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I urge everyone to listen to this masterful twenty-one-minute speech. In fact, this is our servant 
assignment for this week. I have posted a link on our church Facebook site to help you find the 
speech. Opening segments of his speech included these quotes: 

 
The soul of our beloved city is deeply rooted in a history that has evolved over thousands of 
years; rooted in a diverse people who have been here together every step of the way—for both 
good and for ill. It is a history that holds in its heart the stories of Native Americans—the 
Choctaw, Houma Nation, the Chitimacha. Of Hernando de Soto, Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La 
Salle, the Acadians, the Islenos, the enslaved people from Senegambia, Free People of Color, 
the Haitians, the Germans, both the empires of France and Spain. The Italians, the Irish, the 
Cubans, the south and central Americans, the Vietnamese, and so many more. 
  
You see, New Orleans is truly a city of many nations, a melting pot, a bubbling cauldron of 
many cultures. There is no other place quite like it in the world that so eloquently exemplifies 
the uniquely American motto: e pluribus unum: out of many we are one. But there are also 
other truths about our city that we must confront. New Orleans was America’s largest slave 
market, a port where hundreds of thousands of souls were bought, sold, and shipped up the 
Mississippi River to lives of forced labor, of misery, of rape, of torture. America was the place 
where nearly 4,000 of our fellow citizens were lynched, 540 alone in Louisiana; where the 
courts enshrined “separate but equal”; where Freedom riders coming to New Orleans were 
beaten to a bloody pulp. So when people say to me that the monuments in question are 
history, well, what I just described is real history as well, and it is the searing truth…There is a 
difference between remembrance of history and reverence of it. 

 
For America and New Orleans, it has been a long, winding road, marked by great tragedy and 
great triumph. But we cannot be afraid of our truth….“A great nation does not hide its history. It 
faces its flaws and corrects them.”…The historic record is clear: The Robert E. Lee, Jefferson 
Davis, and P.G.T. Beauregard statues were not erected just to honor these men, but as part of 
the movement which became known as The Cult of the Lost Cause. This “cult” had one goal—
through monuments and through other means—to rewrite history to hide the truth, which is that 
the Confederacy was on the wrong side of humanity…. 
 
It is self-evident that these men did not fight for the United States of America. They fought 
against it. They may have been warriors, but in this cause they were not patriots. These 
statues are not just stone and metal. They are not just innocent remembrances of a benign 
history. These monuments purposefully celebrate a fictional, sanitized Confederacy, ignoring 
the death, ignoring the enslavement and the terror that it actually stood for. 

 
Such honesty frames a more honest accountability of everyone such that oppression can be 
dismantled and the binding up of wounds can be more deeply practiced by everyone.  This is an 
important part of a theology of liberation for every human. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Returning to my opening question: If I was to promise you that by choosing to do one thing you would 
have a heightened sense of purpose, be more connected to others, and be a healing presence in the 
world, can you no see it through servanthood? I invite us to create personal cultures of servanthood 
in every area of our lives. Christ’s framework of servanthood is foundational to the human experience 
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and will give us a heightened sense of purpose, greater connectedness to others, and position us to 
be a healing presence in the world.   
 
Prayer 
 
God who serves, help us to be a people who are servants to all, even as Jesus is Lord and servant.  
Where we need new theologies to address the social fractures of our time, help us serve one another 
by developing new Christian theologies and philosophies that will better help us be equipped to serve 
others in our time. Where we simply need to be more available to those in front us, wherever we 
are—may that be what we do well in order to serve. In everything, we desire to be like Christ, in who’s 
name we pray. Amen. 
 
Benediction 
 
As the new week begins, may we see Christ’s framework of servanthood as foundational to the 
human experience and be drawn to the benefits of creating personal cultures of servanthood in every 
area of their lives: a heightened sense of purpose, greater connectedness to others, and to be a 
healing presence in the world.   
 
Go in Peace. Amen. 
 
 


