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Collecting our thoughts

Yesterday I said that the foundation of Christian mentoring is the conviction that God is up to something good in every person’s life.  I asked you who you mentored.  I also asked who mentored you.
Table talk

Debrief with those at you table.  What did you hear yesterday?  What have you been thinking about since then?

Luke 15:5-10

It was this reading that actually prompted me to pursue the theme of leadership in these Bible studies – leading in the abundance of God.  First, “abundance” was suggested in verses 5-6.
5 The apostles said to the Lord, ‘Increase our faith!’ 6The Lord replied, ‘If you had faith the size of a mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, “Be uprooted and planted in the sea”, and it would obey you. 
More?  You want more faith?  You don’t even know what to do with the faith you’ve got!  Even the tiny bit you have is enough to achieve spectacular results.  Any more and you’d be dangerous.  Stuart’s theme of “the abundance of God” came back to me.  We don’t even know the abundance that we’re sitting on.  (I was reminded of something John V Taylor once wrote:  Jesus lived in this world like a prince in his father’s house, but we want to do little more than to keep up with the Joneses.)
So I was already starting to prepare something on faith and prayer in my mind, when I was stopped in my tracks by the rest of the reading.
7 ‘Who among you would say to your slave who has just come in from ploughing or tending sheep in the field, “Come here at once and take your place at the table”? 8Would you not rather say to him, “Prepare supper for me, put on your apron and serve me while I eat and drink; later you may eat and drink”? 9Do you thank the slave for doing what was commanded? 10So you also, when you have done all that you were ordered to do, say, “We are worthless slaves; we have done only what we ought to have done!” ’
There’s a consensus in this country that slavery is immoral, OK?  And even if you allow for the cultural differences between us and the world of Jesus, Christians don’t regard anyone as “worthless”.  So for Jesus to regard his apostles as “worthless slaves” is just shocking!
If that’s really what’s going on here…

Option 1: Jesus regards his apostles (and us, their successors) as “worthless slaves”.
Option 2: The apostles regard slaves like this, but Jesus doesn’t.  “You know how the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones are tyrants over them.  It will not be so among you; but whoever wishes to be great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be your slave; just as the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” (Mark 20:25-28)
On balance, the commentators take option one – with them emphasis, not on the “worthless” part, but with the emphasis on “we have only done what we ought to have done”.  We have only done our job.  In any case, in the end both options amount to the same thing.  You’re called to be a servant.  You apostles.  You leaders.  You’re called to be servants.  Servant leaders.
Why would we expect gratitude or congratulations for following Jesus – even in difficult, costly ways?  Following Jesus is an expression of gratitude for the abundance of life and freedom that God in Christ has poured out on us!

Table talk

· Who is the best leader you’ve known?

· When did he or she willingly take on a task because it was his or duty, even though it wasn’t one he or she would have chosen for themselves? 
A word about “leadership”

We Christians don’t worship Jesus because he was an excellent leader.  Let’s be clear.  It’s a matter of indifference to Christian faith and discipleship whether or not Jesus was an inspirational speaker, a skilled team builder, a strategic thinker.  We simply don’t care whether or not he got his work/life balance right, whether he was disciplined about finding himself the right mentor or coach or supervisor, or whether he could apply the 80/20 principle. 

We Christians don’t worship Jesus because he was an excellent leader.  We worship him because he was the incarnation of God – the only Son of God, eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, of one Being with the Father… You know how it goes.

What about a theology of leadership?  Don’t bother.  There is no more a theology of leadership than there is a theology of mathematics (Sell, 1990, p. 60).  Christian leaders draw from the same range of leadership models, theories and practices as leaders who aren’t Christian.  What the Christian leader brings is not a new and distinctive model of leadership but a new and distinctive vision of the world.

It’s not a theology of leadership that we need.  What we need are leaders with theological vision.  We need leaders who look to Jesus Christ and see, not merely an excellent leader to learn from, but God’s “plan for the fullness of time, to unite all things in Christ, things in heaven and things on earth” (Ephesians 1:9-10).  This is the end of Christian leadership – its purpose, its direction, the vision that motivates and guides it in all the different situations that Christian communities find themselves, the mission of God, the good thing that God is up to – the whole creation reconciled, renewed, living the promise of God’s shalom (Marshall, 2001, pp. 48-49).  
Captivated by that theological vision Christian leaders make it their life’s work to learn and use the most appropriate and effective leadership skills to help their teams and communities recognize and rejoice in their place in God’s “plan for the fullness of time” and to become authentically missional in their particular circumstances.

I like the way Henri Nouwen expressed it, nearly a generation ago.

The task of future Christian leaders is not to make a little contribution to the solution of the pains and tribulations of their time, but to identify and announce the ways in which Jesus is leading God’s people out of slavery through the desert to a new land of freedom.  Christian leaders have the arduous task of responding to personal struggles, family conflicts, national calamities, and international tensions with an articulate faith in God’s real presence. …The Christian leaders of the future have to be theologians, persons who know the heart of God and … manifest the divine event of God’s saving work in the midst of the many seemingly random events of their time. (Nouwen, 1989-2002)
Table talk

· Who is the best leader you’ve known?

· How did he or she make God’s saving work real in the midst of the challenges of their time?

Leading as servants
Margie Blanchard was once asked – after 45 years of involvement in developing and training leaders in the world of business – What do you think leadership is all about?  She replied:

It is loving your mission, it’s loving your customers, it’s loving your people, and it’s loving yourself enough to get out of the way so that other people can be magnificent. (Blanchard, 2010, p. 287)
She is describing servant leadership.  It’s loving the good thing that God is up to in the world and in every person’s life.  It’s loving the field of service into which we’re called – and everyone in it.  It’s loving the body of Christ, the team that we’ve been made a part of for the sake of God’s mission.  It’s loving that it’s not about me, but about other people “being magnificent.  Lead like that – like a servant – and you can lead anywhere.

A song

I am a servant, I am listening for my name,
I sit here waiting, I've been looking at the game
That I've been playing, and I've been staying much the same
When you are lonely, you're the only one to blame.

I am a servant, I am waiting for the call,
I've been unfaithful, so I sit here in the hall.
How can you use me when I've never given all,
How can you choose me when you know I'd quickly fall.

So you feed my soul and you make me grow,
And you let me know you love me.
And I'm worthless now, but I've made a vow,
I will humbly bow before thee.
O please use me, I am lonely.

I am a servant getting ready for my part,
There's been a change, a rearrangement in my heart.
At last I'm learning, there's no returning once I start.
To live's a privilege, to love is such an art
But I need your help to start,
O please purify my heart, I am your servant  (Larry Norman 1974)
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