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1
The Will to Serve: An Anthropological 

and Spiritual Foundation for Leadership

Patrick Nullens

1.1  Introduction

The will to serve is the “rock on which a good society is built” (Greenleaf 
2002, p. 62), according to Robert K. Greenleaf (1904–1990), founder of 
the Servant-Leadership (SL) model.1 Service precedes leadership, and 
what we urgently need are servant leaders in serving institutions. This 
“serving first” is a radical moral position, a powerful paradox which needs 
to penetrate different leadership roles, styles, and cultural contexts. In 
this sense, SL functions as a metatheory at best, or a moral corrective for 
other leadership models at worst.2 I position myself in the latter group, 

1 I would like to thank two anonymous reviewers for their thorough and very helpful comments on 
an earlier version of this chapter. Furthermore, I want to thank Dr. Jermo van Nes for his signifi-
cant assistance in editing this paper. Last but not least, I want to express my gratitude to Kay 
Caldwell for her excellent work in performing the language editing for this chapter.
2 It has, for example, become a corrective on the organizational focus of transformational leader-
ship. See Stone et al. (2004).
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considering SL to be a moral corrective while not excluding the wisdom 
of other leadership models. Good leadership is moral leadership (Ciulla 
2003; Johnson 2009) and nowadays there are quite a few valid models of 
moral leadership of which SL is one.3 Like every other model, SL is not 
gospel and has its limitations,4 yet its daring prioritization of “the will to 
serve” is inspiring. This applies particularly to the present, in light of the 
way in which our leaders are selected and the way that institutions oper-
ate in a highly competitive market. SL is like a prophetic voice, a word of 
wisdom that needs to be heard.

From the outset, Greenleaf positioned his views more in the area of 
practical wisdom than in the domain of scholarship. SL is the result of a 
unique interaction between deep thinking and practical experience on 
the work floor. These are different approaches, and a subtle interaction 
between the two turned out to be fruitful. But, ultimately, his views are 
based on a long and broad international experience, watching and talking 
to able practitioners, rather than engaging with academia (Greenleaf 
2002, pp. 15–17). This has to be borne in mind when reading and evalu-
ating the ideas expressed in his book on SL that has the telling subtitle: A 
Journey into the Nature of Legitimate Power & Greatness. It is a journey, a 
search for the essence of power that is morally legitimate and great or good.5

This essay is a conceptual reflection on the primacy of the “will to 
serve.” I will engage with this theme as a theological ethicist from an 
evangelical Protestant tradition. For this critical engagement, I use a dia-
logical method called “eristic theology” by the German theologian Emil 

3 Appreciation is also due to transformational leadership, authentic leadership, spiritual leadership, 
and responsible leadership theories where many elements of SL can and should be integrated. For 
an overview, see Northouse (2018).
4 To raise just a few critical questions: What is the exact meaning of serving? Are we serving mainly 
employees or all stakeholders, and how does this conflict? What about the interests of the organiza-
tion or institution itself? Is it not the case that detachment from employees is needed when making 
complex decisions? Even if altruism is human and important, is it the only true motive for leading? 
Is SL not too utopic in a highly competitive market? Does SL have sufficient empirical support? See 
again Stone et al. (2004).
5 Greenleaf ’s classic work is a collection of lectures and articles given over more than 20 years, often 
repeating the same ideas with different applications in different contexts. His seminal essay on SL 
was published in 1970, six years after retirement. In 1964, Greenleaf founded the Center for 
Applied Ethics that later became the Greenleaf Center for Servant Leadership. See https://www.
greenleaf.org.
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Brunner (1889–1966). The term eristic derives from the Greek erizein, 
which means “to wrangle,” “to debate,” or “to agree and disagree.” In this 
method, theological anthropology forms the main point of connection, 
or starting point [Anknüpfungspunkt] (Brunner 1981, pp. 171–193).6

The outline of my argument is the following. First, I give a short intro-
duction to the foundations of SL according to Greenleaf. Second, I point 
out that the willingness to serve as an indispensable qualification to lead 
is a valid theological position. Third, after having set this basic frame-
work, I will engage from the perspective of theological anthropology 
whereby I expose SL’s overconfidence in altruism. Finally, I address the 
spiritual dimension of SL, yet largely neglected by later more evidence 
based SL models.

1.2  “Serving First,” the Key to Greatness

 Servant Leadership: Practical Wisdom and a Journey

During his earlier studies as an engineer, Greenleaf had become inter-
ested in larger institutions and their potential to become forces for the 
common good. He believed that this much-needed ethical change could 
only happen through the way in which these institutions were led 
(Greenleaf 2002, p. 16). This is partly why Greenleaf opted to work in a 
large business context, since companies were at the frontier of society. For 
40 years he worked at AT&T, at the time the world’s largest telephone 
and cable television company. When he joined the company in the 1920s, 
more people were employed by AT&T than by any other business in the 
world: more than a million people (Greenleaf 2002, p. 16). It is notewor-
thy that the origins of the SL movement are in commercial business and 
not, as one might expect, in the softer nonprofit sector.

The inspiration and narrative paradigm of Greenleaf ’s work was pro-
vided by Herman Hesse’s novel Journey to the East (1932) and its main 
character Leo. It is a story about a group called “the league,” which goes 
on a pilgrimage. Leo takes care of the luggage, cooks the meals, does the 

6 See further McGrath (2014, pp. 66–74).
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cleaning, and serves in all kinds of practical ways. One day Leo disappears 
and, as a result, the group disperses and the pilgrimage becomes a failure. 
In desperation, the narrator, a member of the group, starts to look for Leo 
in the desert. When he finally finds him, he discovers that Leo is actually 
the leader of the mystical order that sponsored their pilgrimage. This 
humble servant was the guiding spirit, the noble leader of the whole 
enterprise. It is remarkable that through the device of a simple narrative 
a whole paradigm on leadership and authority emerges. The simple fact 
that the leader was at first a servant became the key to his greatness 
(Greenleaf 2002, p. 21).7

 Serving First

SL can be categorized as an ethical leadership theory, which means that 
morality is not just an a posteriori corrective concept or a set of deonto-
logical boundaries but is central to leadership itself. SL is boldly altruistic, 
as it puts the needs of the follower(s) before the needs of the leader(s). It 
starts from a natural desire to serve and, only secondly, a conscious choice 
to lead. This order is crucial for the theory. SL is more an attitude or a 
lifestyle than a model. Servant leaders can be spotted by the fact that the 
people around them grow as persons and become servants themselves 
(Trompenaars and Voerman 2009). Terms such as civility, community, 
trust, and even love characterize the working relationship between leader 
and follower.

Greenleaf does not offer us all the characteristics of SL neatly in bullet 
point format. However, the ten attributes listed by Larry Spears (1998) 
are commonly used as a summary, even though they partially overlap 
sometimes: (1) listening, (2) empathy, (3) healing, (4) awareness, (5) per-
suasion, (6) conceptualization, (7) foresight, (8) stewardship, (9) 

7 Greenleaf had a contrasting experience, seeing AT&T as a very hierarchical organization and 
noticing that its success was actually brought about by the loyalty of the employees whose job 
involved customer contact. It was then that Greenleaf realized that the central role of the AT&T 
leadership should be to provide support for their own employees, or to serve their employees much 
as Leo had done in his Journey to the East.
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 commitment to growth of people, and (10) building community. To 
these “humility” can be added, which is mentioned in other surveys.8

Greenleaf was as much interested in “followership” as in leadership. He 
complains that insufficient attention is given to the topic of followership 
in general education, and as a consequence, leadership is accorded to the 
wrong people. Another consequence of this lack of education is that “the 
outlook for better leadership in our leadership-poor society is not encour-
aging” (Greenleaf 2002, p. 18). What is actually needed is a culture shift. 
Yet, Greenleaf (2002, pp. 23–24) is hopeful and can observe a change:

A new moral principle is emerging, which holds that the only authority 
deserving one’s allegiance is that which is freely and knowingly granted by 
the led to the leader in response to, and in proportion to, the clearly evi-
dent servant stature of the leader. Those who choose to follow this principle 
will not casually accept the authority of existing institutions. Rather, they 
will freely respond only to individuals who are chosen as leaders because they are 
proven and trusted as servants.

 The Legacy of SL

Greenleaf ’s SL model has been around for almost 50 years and continues 
to be discussed in leadership textbooks as a valid model (Hackman and 
Johnson 2009; Northouse 2018), even though the empirical research is 
limited (Van Dierendonck 2011; Parris and Peachey 2013). This altruis-
tic model has also earned its place as a respected management model 
within the world of corporate businesses and large organizations. An 
important reason for renowned companies such as Starbucks, Herman 
Miller, Service Master Company, Southwest Airlines, and AT&T choos-
ing to implement many aspects of SL is that it delivers durable profits 
while creating a congenial workplace. The SL model is widely taught in 
colleges, business schools, and universities. SL is combined with many 
different aspects of leadership. For example, there is an important link 

8 See, for example, Dennis and Bocarnea (2005); Van Dierendonck and Nuijten (2011); Van 
Dierendonck (2011).
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between SL and a learning and innovative organization (Rai and 
Prakash 2012).

In the foreword to Greenleaf ’s SL 25th anniversary edition (2002), 
Steven Covey praises the model as the best management style in the com-
petitive reality of today’s global marketplace. In a context which “abso-
lutely insists on quality at low costs … the only way to do that is through 
empowerment of people” (p. 2). According to Covey (Greenleaf, 2002, 
pp. 3–4), the underlying idea is that the SL model is in accordance with 
common sense: natural laws that are self-evident and universal. Accordingly, 
companies that follow these principles are efficient and competitive, and 
therefore endure. This economic and functional appreciation might be 
valid and is indeed a powerful argument. Yet the utilitarian argumentation 
based solely on efficiency and results reduces the profound meaning of SL 
as a radical social counterforce. Its case is built too exclusively on the idea 
that “ultimately, ethics pays,” where “paying” means “maximizing profit.”

1.3  “Thou Shalt Serve,” a Moral Code

 Serving First in Judeo-Christian Ethics

As just another model in leadership studies, using the tools of social sci-
ences and organizational studies, SL is one option among many. But 
there are good reasons for this model gaining so much currency, at least 
in theory, among Christians, (Agosto 2005; Moore 2005; Blanchard and 
Hodges 2008; Shirin 2014; Roberts 2016).

The primacy of agape (love) forms the foundation of all Christian eth-
ics. There is this one summary, one double commandment which sum-
marizes the whole Torah: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart 
and with all your soul and with all your mind.” This is the first and great-
est commandment. And the second is like it: “Love your neighbor as 
yourself.” All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two command-
ments (Mat. 22:37–40, NIV). Furthermore, SL’s stress on humility, care, 
and trust is related to important Christian virtues. And there are the 
more direct teachings such as the washing of the feet (John 13:14–17) 
and “You know that among the Gentiles those whom they recognize as 
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their rulers lord it over them, and their great ones are tyrants over them. 
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” (Mark 10:42–44).

Jesus’ radical position expresses the ethics of God’s Kingdom. Yet this is 
not new: there is continuity with the Hebrew Bible. Moses, the great leader, 
was the most humble man on the face of the earth (Num. 12:3). We have 
to acknowledge Israel’s ambivalent relationship with kingships and the 
warnings against self-serving kings. Samuel warned against kings who will 
take everything (1 Sam. 8:10–22). He warns about losing liberty, becom-
ing servants/slaves (ʿeḇeḏ). Kings are not only self-serving, but they turn 
their followers into slaves, whom they come to own. Their focus is not on 
the flourishing of others but on their own flourishing with the help of oth-
ers. According to Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, the origin of SL lies in the Torah.9

 Christology and Servanthood

Even more profoundly, the Christology of the New Testament demon-
strates SL. Christ himself came as a humble slave to serve the weak, sin-
ners, and outcasts. Christ is the Lamb of God, giving his life for his 
people. The doctrine of the Incarnation, that God became a human 
being, that the infinite power and source of being was manifest in the life 
of a Jew from Galilee, radically alters the way we think about asymmetric 
relationships such as leadership. It is beyond the scope of this essay, but I 
want to stress that the idea of kenosis is wider than Christology alone. 
Jürgen Moltmann (1993) has explained this in his wonderful book, The 
Trinity and the Kingdom. The cross was not only a self-emptying act of 
selfless love expressed by the Son: the Father, in giving the Son, also suf-
fered and served. The Father emptied himself in love (Moltmann 1993, 
p. 80). If we become more aware of this profound theological message, 
SL is actually the only valid option (Atkinson 2014). This serving love is 
the reason behind kenosis and is rooted in the Trinity. Therefore, SL is 
based on our understanding of the Trinity (Atkinson 2014).

9 See http://rabbisacks.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/CC-5774-Korach-Servant-Leadership.pdf.
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 Free to Serve

Christian salvation is an act of liberation. At the same time, it is also a 
change of mastery: “having been set free from sin, we have become slaves 
of righteousness” (Rom. 6:18, ESV) and “we owe all people love” (Rom. 
13:8). This was the attitude of the apostle Paul: “For though I am free 
from all, I have made myself a servant to all, that I might win more of 
them” (1 Cor. 9:19). Therefore, our freedom is not absolute, but relative 
to serving God and neighbor (Bonhoeffer 2005, p. 174). In Christian 
theology there is no contradiction between freedom and being a servant 
of the other. The paradox of SL is inherent in a Christian’s view of salva-
tion and ethics. As Martin Luther famously stated in his short book, On 
Christian Liberty, “A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to 
none. A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject of all, sub-
ject to all” (LW 31, p. 356). It is a salvation with a purpose. A Christian 
thus identifies himself—or herself—with Christ coming into the world 
and serves humanity, including the poor and the weak. As Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer (2005, p. 163) noted:

They [Christians] must learn all the more that in Jesus Christ God comes 
down into the very depths of the human fall, of guilt, and of need, that the 
justice and grace of God is especially close to the very people who are 
deprived of rights, humiliated, and exploited, that the help and strength of 
Jesus Christ are offered to the undisciplined, and that the truth will lead 
the erring and despairing onto firm ground again.

1.4  Human Dignity and Trust

 Reverence for the Human Mystery

Greenleaf ’s entire oeuvre is penetrated by a deep respect for human dig-
nity, which is in line with his Quaker background.10 Individuals are treated 

10 The abolition of slavery by the Quaker John Woolman (1720–1772) was an inspiring example 
for Greenleaf.
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as ends and not means. Together with a sense of responsibility, respect for 
other people is a core value. Bennett Sims defines SL as “to honor the 
personal dignity and worth of all who are led and to evoke as much as 
possible their own innate creative power for leadership” (Sims 1997, 
pp. 10–11). There is an implicit anthropology behind this commitment 
to altruism.11 Human personhood is veiled in an untouchable mystery 
and every individual deserves respect. Greenleaf was a close friend of 
Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel (1907–1972) from whom he learned that 
knowledge about people is not theoretical, but principally concerns 
involvement in the affairs of suffering man. Heschel’s phenomenological 
anthropology (Sullivan 1998) searches for authenticity in a world of false 
identities.12 This basic attitude is in line with the ethical philosophy of 
Emmanuel Levinas (1906–1995), according to whom anthropology as an 
ontology, a science, can become an instrument of power and control. Yet 
our understanding of the other is limited and respects the mystery and 
difference of the other. We are always encountering the other, and it is the 
other who calls us to responsibility. We encounter the face of the other. As 
(s)he cannot be defined, (s)he should maintain alterity. Moreover, our 
own identity and moral responsibility are created in the act of meeting the 
other. Ethics precedes all philosophy. This basic attitude puts clear limita-
tions on social sciences and psychology. Accordingly, a hermeneutic of 
openness and reverence for the other as “being other” has a deep effect on 
how we lead people (Jones 2014). In this acceptance of difference there is 
also an acceptance of imperfection. Anybody can lead perfect people, but 
in reality, perfect people do not exist. As Greenleaf (2002, pp. 34–35) notes:

It is part of the enigma of human nature that the “typical” person—imma-
ture, stumbling, inept, lazy—is capable of great dedication and heroism if 
wisely led … The secret of institution building is to be able to weld a team 
of such people by lifting them up to grow taller than they would 
otherwise be.

11 Leadership studies are a part of social sciences and all social sciences are built on an interpretation 
of the human person and social structures (Smith 2010). If, for example, we are convinced that 
humans always act in self-interest and that altruistic motives are nonexistent, then SL is a mislead-
ing utopic method of leadership. It is merely masked self-interest. The anthropological presupposi-
tions are intrinsic to one’s worldview, religion, and/or philosophical position.
12 There is an important link between the philosophy of personalism and SL (Whetstone 2002).
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 Trust and Community

What is most striking in the presupposed anthropology of Greenleaf ’s 
altruistic model is that we are, in essence, relational beings. We are not 
beings motivated by self-interest, searching for the maximization of 
profit. SL does not fit the concept of homo economicus, that still is, at least 
on the work floor, the leading anthropology in contemporary economics. 
This homo economicus creeps into all aspects of life, but the desire to con-
stantly compete and accumulate must be resisted if we are to create a 
better way of life for all (Fleming 2017). In this urgently needed change 
of corporate culture, SL can play a crucial role.

We are relational beings and leadership is all about building a com-
munity. Yet in the process of technological development we somehow 
lost the value of community. The challenge is to re-enter (the idea of ) 
community in our specialized institutions, and by doing so create institu-
tions where people come first (Greenleaf 2002, pp. 50–53). According to 
Greenleaf (2002, p. 53), this is the task of SL:

All that is needed to rebuild community as a viable life form for large num-
bers of people is for enough servant-leaders to show the way, not by mass 
movements, but by each servant-leader demonstrating his or her unlimited 
liability for a quite specific community-related group.

Central to community is the ability to trust. A simple word-search in 
Greenleaf ’s book shows that “trust” is a favored term: it is used more than 
120 times. All leadership and institutional legitimacy begins with trust: 
“No matter what the competence or the intentions, if trust is lacking, 
nothing happens” (Greenleaf 2002, p. 83) and “in a serving institution 
trust comes first,” “Nothing will move until trust is firm” (Greenleaf 
2002, p. 101). As Greenleaf (2002, p. 256) writes:

Followership is an equally responsible role because it means that the 
individual must take the risk to empower the leader and to say, in the 
matter at hand, “I will trust your insight.” Followership implies another 
preparation in order that trusting, empowering the leader, will be a 
strength-giving element in the institution. Both leading and following, in 
an institution that becomes a thing of beauty because of the serving 
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power that is generated, require of all a common purpose and a clear defi-
nition of obligations. Where the obligations are not precisely defined and 
willingly accepted, the basis for trust cannot exist.

SL can only function in a high-trust culture and, in turn, it contributes 
to a high-trust culture. It does not work in a low-trust culture. According 
to Greenleaf (2002, p. 83), trust generated by charismatic leadership is an 
opportunity, not a problem. It can be an incentive to build trust on a 
sounder basis. The only sound basis for trust is for people to have the 
solid experience of being served by their institutions in a way that builds 
a more just and more loving society that has greater creative opportunity 
for all of its people.

According to Inge Nuijten (2009, pp. 71–72), “trust” plays a key role 
in the three essential needs of people: (1) autonomy, (2) relatedness, and 
(3) the feeling of competency.13 When people trust their leaders, they will 
waste less energy in self-protecting mechanisms and there will be less 
stress, higher efficiency, and innovation. This ability to trust is an anthro-
pological given: we are described as believing and trusting animals (Smith 
2003). Trust is indispensable for the functioning of a society, especially in 
a context of rapid change. The more change, the more uncertainty; the 
more uncertainty, the more we need trust and cooperation. In a volatile 
world, trust requires a leap of faith. This risk factor makes us dependent 
and vulnerable (Nooteboom 2002, 2017), but it also conflicts with our 
common sense. We live in a culture of evidentialism: we should not 
believe anything unless hard evidence proves it to be reliable. This is the 
low-trust culture we live in. To quote Covey (Greenleaf, 2002, p. 2) once 
more, from the foreword to Greenleaf ’s study:

A low-trust culture that is characterized by high-control management, 
political posturing, protectionism, cynicism, and internal competition and 
adversarialism simply cannot compete with the speed, quality, and innova-
tion of those organizations around the world that do empower people. It 
may be possible to buy someone’s hand and back, but not their heart, 
mind, and spirit.

13 Referring to the self-determination research of E.L. Deci & R.M. Ryan, which evolves around 
human growth and intrinsic motivation (Deci and Ryan 2004).
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The Danish ethicist and theologian Knud Ejler Løgstrup (1905–1981) 
connected our need to trust to altruism and ethics, and we can also 
observe this connection in the work of Greenleaf. Løgstrup (1997) 
observed two realities as the source of ethics. The first concerns the fact of 
life as a gift. To be human is to be given a life which one has not created 
oneself. The second concerns the fact of dependence. To be human is to 
have the lives of others depend on oneself for their well-being. Gratitude 
and care are rooted ontologically in who we are as human beings. The call 
for altruism and sacrifice is not unnatural but natural, because it is an 
integral part of human life.14 Trust is based on our unconscious and 
deeper awareness of mutual dependence. It is a characteristic of human 
life that in normal situations we encounter one another with natural 
trust, also in the public space where people do not know each other. In 
most cultures, it is normal not to mistrust the words of a stranger: suspi-
cion arises after lies and misconduct. This we consider abnormal.15

1.5  Human Dignity and the Paradox

 The Power of Evil

An important aspect of theological anthropology that should not be over-
looked is the mere fact that we are failing, sinful, and egoistic human 
beings. We noticed how Greenleaf (2002, pp. 34–35) allows for imper-
fection and human limitations. But is this sufficient?

It seems that SL painfully underestimates the paradox of the human 
condition, so well described by the French scholar Blaise Pascal 
(1623–1662). In Pascal’s words, “What sort of freak then is man! How 

14 “Our concern here is only to point out the intimate connection between the fact and the demand, 
to point out that to a great extent the demand grows out of the fact. In other words, the fact forces 
upon us the alternative: either we take care of the other person’s life or we ruin it. Given man’s 
creatureliness, there is no third alternative. To accept the fact without listening to the demand is to 
be indifferent to the question whether life is to be promoted or ruined” (Løgstrup 1997, p. 28).
15 Life would become unbearable if this were to be otherwise. This trust makes us vulnerable, and 
this is also why we are upset and hurt when our trust is abused. Trust is a form of self-surrender, it 
is “to lay-oneself-open” (Løgstrup 1997, p. 9) and goes in both directions when it comes to the 
relationship between leader and follower.
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novel, how monstrous, how chaotic, how paradoxical, how prodigious! 
Judge of all things, feeble earthworm, repository of truth, sink of doubt 
and error, the glory and refuse of the universe!” (Pascal 1995, frag. 131). 
This painful paradox of our condition should not be overlooked. “Man’s 
greatness and wretchedness are so evident that the true religion must 
necessarily teach us that there is in man some great principle of greatness 
and some great principle of wretchedness” (Pascal 1995, frag. 149). Such 
wretchedness is a part of our reality. Anyone studying the cruel history of 
the twentieth century cannot stay blind to the miserable fact of our 
capacity for profound cruelty, especially in positions of power. Jonathan 
Glover (2012) studied the history of moral psychology, tracing the pat-
terns of human psychology that resulted in the twentieth-century horrors 
of the First World War’s trenches, the Holocaust, the atomic bombing of 
Hiroshima, the camps of Stalin, Mao, and Pol Pot, and the ethnic cleans-
ings in Rwanda and Yugoslavia. All of these cruel events had their own 
leaders and referring to imperfection simply will not do.

 Realities on the Work Floor

Perhaps less dramatic, but equally real, are the many moral scandals in 
business, financing, sports, the church, and so on. On the work floor we 
have complex and severe conflicts between employers and employees.16 
We also know for a fact that for countless leaders, the law is the only 
moral boundary. What is legal is morally acceptable in their eyes. Even 
more so, when it generates a higher profit for shareholders, the “immor-
ally legal” even becomes mandatory. Market principles overrule morality 
and certainly altruism (Sandel 2013). In contrast to community there is 
egocentrism; in contrast to trust there is abuse of trust, the manipulation 

16 I was preparing this essay during the strikes by personnel from Lidl, the German discount super-
market. The complaint was workload and stress. How would a message of serving the interest of 
employees work in this tense situation and in the tough negotiations between the unions and 
management? And what about earlier but larger conflicts in the Belgian car industry (Renault and 
Ford in Genk)? I am not saying that SL is not helpful, but love needs to be translated into fairness 
and justice that can be shared by the different stakeholders. It also needs one to be willing to accept 
one’s responsibility.
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of people, and idolatry.17 It follows that when Greenleaf writes about life 
and human persons, he also needs to address evil and the dark side of 
leadership (Johnson 2009).

1.6  Love Expressed as Justice

 Altruism, a Small Idealistic Box

Greenleaf ’s legacy is built on the rock of a universal altruism, a hope for 
people and institutions that, from an intrinsic motivation, “serve first”. 
The language here is of love and care. This is also why Dirk van 
Dierendonck and Kathleen Patterson (2015) see compassionate love as 
the antecedent or central motive of SL. Their focus is on care, support, 
kindness, and the needs of others as the expression of agape love. This 
may be unrealistic, however, and may be a conceptual reduction of the 
meaning of love and servanthood. Altruism becomes a narrow definition 
of what we appreciate as being love, and this leads to naïve idealism.18 
Perhaps more attention should be given to the intrinsic relationship 
between love and justice. Both terms are challenging to define and yet the 
dialectical relationship between the two is essential for a moral framing of 
leadership.19

The Christian philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff has written exten-
sively on the relationship between love and justice. Wolterstorff (2008, 
68) notes that when reading the Hebrew Bible, or the Old Testament, 

17 Sin comes most often in the guise of idolatry. Idolatry is not only a religious category; it is also an 
ethical category. According to Ramsey (1950, p. 299), our tendency to egocentrism is closely con-
nected to idolatry. Serving ourselves we absolutize something finite such as our own success, money, 
prestige, and so on. These are forms of self-deception. Even a focus on self-realization through 
self- giving can become a form of self-centeredness. It is a subtle cultivation of self-interest. In the 
ethics of Christian love, on the contrary, self-realization is an unintended consequence and not the 
focus of our pursuit even in forms of idealistic utopism (Ramsey 1950, pp. 301–303).
18 See Lewis (1960) and Browning (1992).
19 Emil Brunner related justice mainly to the context of larger social systems and institutions and 
love to the personal realm. Justice is operating by reason and fairness. Therefore, leaders must often 
change their mode of operation from love to justice in order that people receive their due (Brunner 
2002). Here I am following N.  Wolterstorff who gives a primacy to love, “doing justice is an 
example of love” (Wolterstorff 2011, p. 84).
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after Plato’s Republic, one enters into a much darker universe: “The talk 
here is of sin, wrongdoing, guilt, anger, punishment, mercy, forgiveness.” 
The world one encounters in the Old Testament is not a utopia, rather it 
is a world where people everywhere are oppressed and wronged. While 
there is certainly hope for the future, in the Messianic age, this image of 
an age to come is highly symbolic in nature and far removed from the 
present world. This tension between what already is and what is not yet 
is essential to Christian ethics.

Wolterstorff (2011) calls this modern view benevolence-agapism and 
proposes care-agapism as an alternative, incorporating self-love and jus-
tice.20 In this view, “agapic love casts out all thought of justice and injus-
tice. Agapic love is blind and deaf to justice and injustice. Justice and 
injustice do not enter into its purview. Agapic love is gratuitous generos-
ity” (Wolterstorff 2011, 42). At the same time, there is no room for self- 
love. This limited view of love would seem to create a pitfall for SL.

It is unrealistic, perhaps calling for heroism, to ask of leaders to appeal 
only to benevolence-agapism and to act only out of self-sacrificial servan-
thood. This is the other extreme of negating the possibility of altruism, as 
if we can only act out of self-interest. The reality is that we are faced with 
a mixture of motives, and that leadership and followership can be moral 
within the ambivalence of life. Love has many faces and applications. It 
plays different roles in different contexts, but the public domain cannot 
be governed by love as altruism. Being a motive to limit evil and create 
justice, serving is more characteristic of a realistic ethics of responsibility 
(Niebuhr 1999; McKenny 2005). As Nicola Pless and Thomas Maak 
(2011, p. 7) perceptively remark:

Service is linked to the organizational purpose and directed toward fulfill-
ing the needs of stakeholders throughout business and society. Therefore, 
the concern of the responsible leader is to mobilize others to serve, engage 
in, and support objectives tied to a mutually desirable social purpose. That 
purpose is not limited to helping others grow or become leaders in their 
own right; it also entails organizational and societal levels (including posi-
tive outcomes such as sustainable value creation and social change). The 

20 Wolterstorff proposes care-agapism as an alternative to benevolence-agapism. Care-agapism 
incorporates justice and self-love.
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central motivation therefore is not serving others but rather responding to 
others’ interests and needs, including those of outside stakeholders and 
society at large.

 Realism, Limiting Evil in Society

What does responsibility as “a will to serve” look like? In protestant 
Lutheran theology, there is the much-debated doctrine of the two king-
doms or two regimes. It teaches that God rules in society through justice 
and in the church through love and grace. The main objective of ruling 
in the public domain is to limit the powers of evil and to foster the com-
mon good. A typical feature of the theory is that it holds back from 
claiming that the Church should strive directly to transform society by 
imposing its views of grace, love, and the unique characteristics of 
Christian ethics.21

Central to the two-kingdom theory is that all authority needs to be 
justified, not in accordance with altruism, or love, but with a norm struc-
ture provided by justice that goes beyond its own power. For normativity, 
a clear understanding of what is good and fair is essential. This is why the 
Protestant theologian Helmut Thielicke (1966/1981, p. 429) asserts:

A dictator, for example, cannot establish what is right and wrong simply by 
autocratic decree. He must rather give heed to the norms which themselves 
determine his will, the norms to which he must be obedient and before 
which he must validate his own authority.

This broadened view on the norms that play a role, and on the valida-
tion of authority, complements our will to serve. Craig E. Johnson (2009, 
p.  208) critiques the limited focus on the well-being of the followers: 
“The desire to serve must be combined with careful reasoning and value 
clarification. We need to carefully examine who and what we serve, ask-
ing ourselves questions such as: Is the group, individual, or organization 
worthy of our service? What values are we promoting?”22

21 See especially VanDrunen (2010).
22 However, and this is where the positive note of Greenleaf is of great value, we also have to create 
more hope and a better future. Our will to serve can be motivated by hope and eagerness to dem-
onstrate something of God’s Kingdom in this world (Moltmann 2010).
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1.7  The Spiritual Dimension of Servant 
Leadership

 The Religious Component of Servant Leadership

We cannot fully understand the SL model without appreciating its reli-
gious component. Robert Greenleaf was a Quaker, a member of the 
Religious Society of Friends. With this Quaker background comes a 
broad spiritual and mystical dimension that in later (more managerial 
and evidence based) variations of SL is often overlooked or minimalized. 
As a Quaker, Greenleaf believed in our ability to experientially access “the 
light within,” or “that of God in every person.” He greatly appreciated the 
mystery of symbols, parables, and poetry as a part of what he calls “the 
inward journey” (Greenleaf 2002, pp.  326–340); an openness to go 
beyond that which is empirically observable, measurable, and controlla-
ble. He refers to the Christian mystic G.K.  Chesterton (1874–1936), 
who testifies to the ambiguity of reality. “Life is not illogical, nor is it logi-
cal, it is a trap for logicians” (Greenleaf 2002, pp. 198–199). Spirituality 
is simply a dimension of life. Greenleaf (2002, p. 267) quotes Heschel 
about religion and life:

The root of religion is what to do with the feeling of mystery of living, what 
to do with awe, wonder, and amazement. Religion begins with a conscious-
ness that something is asked of us … It is in the awareness that the mystery 
we face is incomparably deeper that we know that all creative think-
ing begins.

According to Greenleaf (2002, p. 231) religio means to rebind: “The 
thing to be done with religious concern is to rebind humankind to the 
cosmos, to heal the pervasive alienation.”23 He underscores the impor-
tance of the common experience of the mysterious. He intentionally 
abstains from a comprehensive theological framing of this mystery. There 
is a common ground in the mystical, even if we share different theological 

23 Referring also to the romantic and mystical poet William Blake (1757–1827).
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positions (Greenleaf 2002, p. 231).24 So he does not shy away from refer-
ring to SL motifs of figures from other (non-)religious backgrounds, such 
as Lao Tzu, Confucius, and Buddha.

Greenleaf sees spirituality as a form of creating space, a way of growing 
in awareness so that a leader may gain a broader and wiser perspective in 
a given situation. He finds an example of this in Jesus’ dealing with the 
woman caught in adultery (John 8:1–11). Jesus’ mission was to teach the 
primacy of compassion. In the Johannine scene, His leadership is chal-
lenged, and the law is invoked as the main authority. What is the right 
answer in this challenging situation? By writing in the sand Jesus is taking 
a pause with the intention of opening personal awareness. According to 
Greenleaf (2002, p. 42) it is “a withdrawal device” which allows a creative 
insight in the situation. And the answer was great and lives on until today: 
“Let him who is without sin among you be the first to throw a stone” (John 
8:7, ESV).

SL’s focus on altruism and building community makes it very fitting 
for several religious traditions (Bekker 2010; Sendjaya 2010). It also fits 
the growing importance given to a more spiritual and philanthropic way 
of life.25 At the same time, as a theory and practice it cannot be reduced 
to a merely religious model that is only valid for believers or a few heroic 
leaders. SL makes a bold universal and generic claim as a model; it is of 
value in and of itself, even without a particular religious commitment. SL 
is a theory that searches the common good for all of society in its full 
diversity and goes beyond any religious or philosophical division. The 
religious elements define a style of kindness, pacifism, and convincing 
of others.26

24 Greenleaf (2002, p.  231) sees churches as “institutionalization of humankind’s religious con-
cern”. They often fail in their service to society.
25 Recently, in the face of economic and ecological challenges, the strength of altruism as a life- 
changing philosophy has been argued profoundly by the Buddhist philosopher Matthieu Ricard 
(2013).
26 Greenleaf (2002, pp. 42–44) discusses how John Woolman, almost singlehandedly, abolished 
slavery through gentle, clear, and persistent persuasion. Actually, it was by simply asking the more 
profound moral questions in a nonjudgmental attitude. This gentle persuasion approach is also 
characteristic of Greenleaf ’s own case for SL. He quotes the words of the prophet Zechariah: “Not 
by might, nor by power, but by my Spirit, says the Lord Almighty,” we live by the hope that “might 
and power might someday be superseded by spirit” (Greenleaf 2002, p. 180), small “s”.
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 Spiritual Intelligence and Servant Leadership

Greenleaf ’s attention to spirituality is in accordance with recent develop-
ments. There is a growing interest in leadership spirituality and spiritual-
ity in the workplace (Dent et al. 2005; Fry 2003; Fry and Nisiewicz 2013). 
The organizational value of spiritual intelligence is well documented. For 
example, Laura Reave (2005) has reviewed 150 studies showing the clear 
consistency between spiritual values and practices and effective leadership. 
She argues that spirituality helps leaders to inspire trust, motivate follow-
ers, create a positive ethical and relational climate, and achieve organiza-
tional goals. The impact of spirituality is not only present in this soft area, 
it also increases productivity, lowers staff turnover, and improves employee 
health and sustainable development (Reave 2005). In addition to the con-
cept of “emotional intelligence,” which came to the fore near the end of 
the twentieth century (Goleman 2014), the concept of “spiritual intelli-
gence” (SI or SQ) appears on the horizon of our postmodern age (Zohar 
and Marshall 2001; Wigglesworth 2014; Dhiman 2017). SI is the intel-
ligence of our inner source, our true self, our transcendental capacities. As 
one might expect, a plethora of  definitions circulate. A broad working 
definition is given by Vaughan (2002, p. 30)27:

Spiritual intelligence is concerned with the inner life of mind and spirit 
and its relationship to being in the world. Spiritual intelligence can be 
defined as the ability to create meaning based on deep understanding of 
existential questions, and awareness of, and the ability to use, multiple 
levels of consciousness in problem solving.

The most important distinctive of SL in terms of spirituality is that the 
spiritual dimension is not so much focused on the self, but instrumental 
to a person’s leading: “How can I use myself to serve best?” (Greenleaf 

27 In popular leadership literature, SI is appropriated by Stephen Covey (2014). In his recent 8th 
Habit, he mentions four types of intelligence: (1) Physical Intelligence (PQ), which corresponds 
with the body; (2) Mental Intelligence (IQ), which corresponds to the mind; (3) Emotional 
Intelligence (EQ), which corresponds to the heart; and (4) Spiritual Intelligence (SQ), which is 
connected to the spirit. Spiritual intelligence is our drive for meaning and connection with the 
infinite. According to Covey (2014, p. 53), “spiritual intelligence is the central and most funda-
mental of all the intelligences, because it becomes the source of guidance for the others.”
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2002, p.  33). The spiritual dimension of leadership is about creating 
awareness and finding an optimum, to serve better for the welfare of the 
other. Greenleaf describes the importance of withdrawal and reorienting 
oneself as “the art of systematic neglect” (Greenleaf 2002, p. 33). Pacing 
oneself is necessary for making optimal choices. As one lives in the haste 
of today, one is simultaneously detached, riding above it. It is a kind of 
“schizoid life” (Greenleaf 2002, p. 40). This attitude is summarized by 
the word “awareness,” opening the doors of perception to go beyond 
direct sensory experience. In this sense, one can make a direct link 
between SL and the more recent Theory-U of Otto Scharmer (2016) or 
the older method of Ignatian discernment (Nullens 2018). Leaders need 
a competency to lead from their deepest inner source toward an unknown 
future.28 The intended awareness is not some kind of mindfulness, a tool 
to cope with stress, or something that offers solace. On the contrary, it 
awakens and disturbs, since it gives a deeper insight into reality (Greenleaf 
2002, p. 41).

1.8  Conclusion

Greenleaf is to be commended for his advice to serve first, build com-
munity, and foster trust. His commitment to the dignity of each indi-
vidual, as inspired by Heschel, is impressive and much needed today. The 
mysterious dimension of the other person as being other and imperfect is 
an important message in a culture of “human resources” whereby people 
are sometimes used only as a means to an end. In addition, the focus on 
awareness and spirituality as guiding our “will to serve” is very powerful 
in SL. Spirituality should not be primarily focused on the well-being of 
the leader(s), but on the well-being of the follower(s) and on the com-
mon good. In all of this, we need to take Greenleaf ’s wisdom to heart.

28 Theory-U identifies steps in the process of generating awareness as well as blocks along the way. 
It is a technique of broadening and deepening our attention. But also discerning the enemies of this 
journey such as the voice of judgment, the voice of cynicism, and the voice of fear. It is the art of 
“presencing,” a shift of the perception of the current to a perception of the source of an emerging 
future (Scharmer 2016). These techniques are not foreign to the Christian tradition of spiritual 
discernment (Nullens 2018).
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While these eristic remarks as related to theological anthropology are 
generally appreciative, there are at least three particular concerns about 
the foundation of Greenleaf ’s SL model that I have raised in this essay:

 1. SL overemphasizes the significance of altruism for an understanding 
of “the will to serve.” This will to serve should be our primary motive, 
but it is broader than altruistic heroism. I have proposed that the will 
to serve should be a motive for responsible leadership. Instead of 
focusing on the flourishing of followers, I suggest considering the 
broader concept of responsibility, that is mobilizing others to serve for 
the common good and to do justice. Servanthood needs to be more 
broadly defined and is more complex than merely seeking the flour-
ishing of followers.

 2. SL underestimates the problem of evil. Good leadership acknowledges 
human limitations, but evil is also a destructive power. Protestant or 
Reformed realism gives more attention to this dark side of humanity. 
Theological anthropology informs us about both human greatness 
and human wickedness, which might be a rich source for SL studies 
for future reflection.

 3. The role of compassion and love fits our understanding of the human 
person as a loving being, a homo amans. There is, however, a tendency 
to reduce love to compassion and altruism. I have proposed a broader 
understanding of love, based on the work of Wolterstorff, that incor-
porates self-love and justice. This is also a better fit with the Protestant 
two-kingdom model. This main moral corrective in the public domain 
encourages justice and fairness, including delivering justice to the 
weak and vulnerable.

It is to be hoped that each of these elements becomes the object of 
future research in SL studies. Theological ethics can contribute to the 
deepening of this overarching model of leadership. As a leadership theory, 
SL deserves serious scholarly attention from different disciplines. But 
most of all in our individualistic, pragmatic, and superficial consumer 
culture it deserves application in practice. SL is the only fitting response 
to the deep sense of economic unfairness imposed by a small self- 
serving elite.
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