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FROM A FAITH PERSPECTIVE

Leaders who serve
Richmond Shreve
Special to the Bucks County Courier Times

What do Gandhi, Mandela, Tutu, the
Dali Lama, and Martin Luther King have
in common? How is their influence and
power different than that of Orban, Putin, Stalin, Hitler, and Kim Jong Un?
Millions followed each of them. History celebrates the first five as exemplars — the best of humankind. The second group are reviled as destroyers —
rapacious, corrupt, and lacking decency.
The exemplars are revered as spiritual leaders, as Nelson Mandela was for
his vision of peace and reconciliation to
heal his divided society. They acted out
of love and a desire to serve all of humanity, not just their followers. They
worked for the common good — an undivided social and economic community that nurtures everyone, exploiting no
one. They were servant leaders.
The distinguishing quality of servant
leadership is altruism, a generous concern for others. The power and authority of such leaders comes from allegiance to a high purpose — not from duty, loyalty, fear, or sovereignty. We follow servant leaders in hope of a more
fulfilling life for ourselves and generations who follow us. Like the servant
leader, we see possibilities for others,
for the community, not for ourselves
alone. The selflessness of the servant
leader inspires our trust and loyalty. It
may also inspire us to sacrifice and
heroism.
In his booklet on servant leadership,
Robert K. Greenleaf said, “A leader does
not elicit trust unless one has confidence in his values and his competence
… and unless he has a sustaining spirit
…”
I take the phrase sustaining spirit to
mean faith. Here the term faith means a
transcending and abiding belief that
one’s quest is bigger and more important than oneself. Such faith is not mere
dogma nor is it unique to any particular
religion.
Servant leaders strive to lead exemplary lives, demonstrate strength of
character, and laugh easily. If they
stumble, they show humanity, humility,
and the capacity to learn from failure.
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Let us carefully assess how our leaders influence us. In our daily lives the
leaders we follow are rarely of such stature as Gandhi and the other exemplars.
So, as followers, what appeals to us? Is it
charisma? Is it strength? Power? Celebrity? Charm? Is it fear?
I ask myself: Do my leaders pander to
my vanity, my self-interest, my smoldering resentments? Do my leaders
seek to shock and outrage me? Stoke my
anger? Do my leaders rally me to destroy, or do they inspire me to preserve
and build? Do they divide or unite? Do
they decree or persuade? Do they mock
or affirm? Is their big dream exclusive or
inclusive? Do they bluster, dodge and
cheat? Do they act with deceit or integrity?

Let us carefully assess how our
leaders influence us. In our
daily lives the leaders we
follow are rarely of such
stature as Gandhi and the
other exemplars. So, as
followers, what appeals to us?
Is it charisma? Is it strength?
Power? Celebrity? Charm? Is it
fear?
Do the leaders I admire exhibit the
sustaining spirit of someone in quest of
greater human good? Do they walk their
talk?
By thinking about how a leader affects us spiritually and morally, by looking deeply within ourselves, we can
avoid being deceived. Servant leaders
appeal to our core values. They enliven
and lift us. They listen and respond.
They call forth moral courage. They seek
harmony and good will, their vision is an
attractive dream of peace, of reconciliation, and of thriving that resonates in
our hearts. Our servant leaders call us to
be at our best and to join them in pursuit
of wellbeing for all, a community where
no one is left out.
Richmond Shreve is a member of the
Newtown Friends Meeting and lives in
Newtown. From a Faith Perspective is a
weekly column written by members of
local faith communities.
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