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A dozen years ago I was laid off at my company.  While I was casting about 

of what to do next, I decided I needed new personal business cards 

that I could pass out to people, particularly as I searched for a new 

job. 

The question was, what to put on them?  Of course, my name and contact 

information, but what about my title?  What did I want to call myself? 

My career and skills were (and still are) a bit of jack-of-all-trades-master-

of-none.   

I had degrees in physics and electrical engineering, but hadn’t practice real 

engineering for a couple of decades, so couldn’t say, “Engineer” 

<click>. 

I had been a manager and director <click>, but those titles don’t convey 

much—except it sounds like you don’t do—you tell others to do. 

And then there was my avocation side.  Toastmaster, storyteller, lay 

preacher <click>.  But those weren’t going to get me a regular job. 

I debated about having separate cards for different occasions.  Or putting 

some or all of the titles on one card—like a grocery list.  But that 

looked like I was all over the place. 

Finally, I realized that I was trying to answer the question, “Who are you?” 

and that answer was, “It depends.” 

Instead, I decided to try to answer the question, “What is your purpose in 

life?” 

Now I had made up one years earlier.  I wanted it to sound erudite, so I 

conferred with my niece Sarah who studied Latin, and came up with 

“Vivo et serviam”, which mean “I live to serve.” 
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But for my “calling card”, I wanted something perhaps a bit more literate. 

<click> And she recommended a partial quote from 1st century 

Roman statesmen and philosopher, Cicero: <click> 

Non nobis solum nati sumus.  Non no-beas so-lum nah-tee soo-mus. 

Which translates as <click>, “Not for ourselves alone are we born.”   

Meaning, humans have been created for the sake of others and to benefit 

each other as much as possible. 

This is what works for me.  Each of you would have something different. 

How well I follow it? Well, let’s say, like a good diet, it’s something I strive 

for, even if I often fall short. 

And while I chose a secular, even pagan, source, I did so knowing that it 

tied also to Christ and his call to us for how to live our lives. 

Fifty years ago, Robert Greenleaf coined the term “servant leadership.”  

<click> 

This is a leadership philosophy in which the goal of the leader is to serve.   

A servant-leader focuses primarily on the growth and well-being of people 

and the communities to which they belong. 

As author and behavioral scientist Steve Maraboli says, “I don't want my 

life to be defined by what is etched on a tombstone. I want it to be 

defined by what is etched in the lives and hearts of those I've 

touched.” 

Now while the term “servant leadership” itself is relatively new, you can see 

from Cicero, that the concept goes back a long way. 

And today’s gospel lesson underscores it even further. 

Let’s recap briefly what’s been happening the past couple of chapters in 

Mark.  
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In chapter 8 Peter tells Jesus, “You are the Messiah.”  

Then immediately Jesus says the Son of Man must undergo great suffering, 

be crucified, and raised.  Then tells the crowd, “If any want to become 

my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and 

follow me.  

In chapter 9 Jesus catches the disciples arguing with one another about 

who was the greatest. Jesus sits them down and says, “Whoever wants 

to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” 

In chapter 10 we heard last week about Jesus asking the rich man to sell 

everything and give it to the more and to follow Jesus. 

Then in verses we have not heard, Jesus again tells the twelve that he will 

be handed over to the chief priests and the scribes, condemn to death, 

be mocked, spat upon, flogged and killed.  And after three days will 

rise again.” 

Immediately after this starts today passage as told so well by Donna, with 

James and John asking Jesus, “Uh, hey.  When you come into your 

glory, let us sit at your right and left hands.” 

In Mark’s gospel in particular the disciples just don’t get it.  Despite Jesus’ 

words over the past two chapters, they just can’t escape that of the 

messiah as a warrior king and that even if they die, it will be a noble 

death and they’ll get their reward.  All they can think about is the 

honor and glory of being with the Messiah and coming into his 

kingdom. 

And isn’t that the way we continue to be?  Not that we want to die, but if 

can do it as a noble martyr at least we have that.   



“Servant Leadership” 

Sermon – October 17, 2021 Stone Presbyterian Church 

R0 srl  4 

Jesus tells James and John, though, “Be careful what you agree to.  Because 

you *will* drink the cup that I drink and you *will* be baptized with 

my baptism—and there will be nothing great or noble about it.” 

Jesus points out the rulers and “great ones” of the Gentiles lord it over their 

people.  While Jesus was making at least a partial allusion to the 

Romans, the same holds true for leaders ever since then, secular or 

not.  We can see leaders today that seek to glorify themselves rather 

than putting others first.  That they stir up anger, fear, and hate, so 

they can retain power—and that’s with people we elect, not monarchs 

or dictators! 

Jesus tells the disciples in verses 43 and 44, though, “But it is not so among 

you; but whoever wishes to become great among you must be your 

servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of 

all.”   

Slaves, of course, were at the bottom of the social ladder, and there was no 

honor or reward in working for others as a slave. 

So being a follower of Jesus means being able to live as servants and slaves, 

even if that life means suffering oppression at the hands of those who 

wield power. 

Jesus concludes today passage saying, “For the Son of Man came not to be 

served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.” 

This “ransom” indicates that his death will be more than just an inspiring 

example or a martyr’s tragic protest against an unjust system.  

The Greek word we translate as “ransom” is lytron.  It indicates that Jesus’ 

death does something; it secures a release.  
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Some have interpreted this to mean that Jesus’ death is transactional, a 

payment made to satisfy the penalties accrued by human sin or to 

repay something owed to God as in substitutionary atonement. 

However, the explicit context in this passage is about power and servitude, 

not the problem of sin or the need to secure forgiveness.  

That is, Jesus is declaring that God, through Jesus’ death, will free people 

from oppression and captivity to another power, restoring them to 

membership in the community that corresponds to God’s reign. 

When Jesus gives his life as a ransom, he frees us not to become great as 

the world understands greatness, but to serve others as slaves of 

Christ.  

Jesus calls us to lead by serving, by helping those who are in need, not 

those who can help us.  For we are not born to do whatever we want 

as individuals; we are born to do what helps others and builds up the 

community. 

As Mother Teresa said, “Give of your hands to serve and your hearts to 

love.” 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 

 


