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Servant of All
Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.

In the name of God; Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer.  Amen.
Will you let me be your servant?

Let me be as Christ to you?

Pray that I may have the grace

to let you be my servant too.
That is the opening verse of today’s offertory hymn, “Servant Song,” by Richard Gillard—a song that I introduced to St. Luke’s early on in my ministry here. At yesterday’s Zoom Vestry Retreat, we spent some time reflecting deeply on our congregational mission statement and core values, which were last updated in 2014. These were fruitful conversations, and we will share more about them in the coming weeks. One of the values that we identified as remaining important for our church community is engaging in service. We talked quite a bit about what it means to serve, and specifically to serve in God’s name, as our mission statement says.

Very few Americans today have much experience with actual servants. For most of us, our images of servants come from TV shows like “Downton Abbey” and “The Crown,” or movie adaptations of the novels of Jane Austen. The closest we might come to being a literal servant—or having a literal servant—is working as a paid caregiver, or getting home health care assistance for ourselves or a loved one. Because of this, when we hear Jesus telling his disciples that the greatest among them must be “servant of all,” it is hard for us to really understand what he means. We simply don’t have the context for it. 
Our wider culture often equates “service” with “doing good things for others.” In particular, doing good things for those in need, whether that need is financial, emotional, or spiritual. Think of the community service requirements that are now common at most high schools and the “service learning” programs that encourage education through volunteerism. Like the good works of the virtuous, capable woman described in our reading from Proverbs, we see service primarily in terms of taking care of others: looking after our loved ones, contributing to the community, and being generous to those who are underprivileged or disadvantaged.

These are all positive activities, and they are certainly to be encouraged. But in many ways, we have lost sight of the difference between “serving” and “volunteering.” A servant’s primary role is not simply to do good things for others. It is to do what they are asked to do. In order to fulfill their role, servants must first and foremost listen to the one they serve. How else will they know what is needed from them?

Jesus taught that we should all become servants of one another and of the wider community of humankind. In order to do this, we have to begin by listening to others. Too often, a service project or an outreach program is driven by what one group perceives as the needs of another, rather than by their actual needs and requests. The same is true in our own lives. Has someone ever given you a present they thought was “just what you needed,” only to be disappointed that you were not similarly thrilled about it? Or have you ever been the recipient of help that wasn’t help at all, because it wasn’t the kind of help you wanted? The reason this happened is that the other person wasn’t listening. They acted on their idea of your needs, instead of asking you and then seeing how they could fulfill your requests.

I find it interesting that in this gospel story Jesus does not condemn the disciples for wanting to be great. Instead, he helps them reframe their definition of greatness. He tells them to adjust their ambitions. In the letter of James, the writer warns against “selfish ambition” and the disorder that it brings. We might assume that service as the opposite of selfishness, yet there is a kind of selfish ambition that can show itself even in serving others. We may do it for the sake of recognition, in order to be known as “such a selfless person,” or because we enjoy feeling needed.
This is not what Jesus has in mind when he speaks of being “servant of all.” True servanthood begins with the needs and desires of the other. It begins with the question, “How can I help you? What do you need me to do for you?” When we learn to ask those questions—and truly listen to the answers—then a whole world of possibility for mutual love and genuine relationship opens up to us. Most importantly, our own attitudes, our own hearts and souls are transformed.

Will you let me be your servant?

Let me be as Christ to you?

Pray that I may have the grace

to let you be my servant too.
Amen.
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