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Servant Leadership in the Church 

Sunday, September 17, 2017 Elder Marie Valade 

 

It is Ruling Elder Sunday.  I’m sure you didn’t expect an Elder in the pulpit! 

Believe me, I’m as surprised as anyone. 

   

So what does it mean to be a Ruling Elder? Some of you may think that 

means to be proud, important, and even powerful.  What did Jesus say to us? 

“ Whoever wishes to be great among you must be your servant and whoever 

wishes to be first among you must be your slave.” Always we are called to 

serve.  So rather than think of Ruling as being over someone, we can think 

of ruling as measuring, an alternative definition of the word.   Like that little 

wooden ruler we used in grade school, with which we measured everything.  

As children we wanted to know how everything measured up.   

Maybe we can think “Measuring Elder” instead of Ruling Elder.  In the 

Presbyterian Church as “Measuring Elders” we are truly in a supporting role.  

We need to carefully measure decisions about how we worship at Valley 

Pres, or about what we do with the building or with personnel.  Certainly we 

have had some difficult decisions in the last year, some of them not popular.  

We disagree with each other, we love each other and the congregation, and 

most importantly we try to follow God’s will. We, as servant leaders, must 

follow Jesus’ example to serve those we lead and to love them.  Perhaps that 

is what we are all called to do; we, as Christians, lead people to Christ and 

serve those same people.  “They will know we are Christians by our love.” 

Ruling Elders, and Deacons, are set apart by election by the congregation 

and ordination, but no less and no more called to God’s service than any 

Christian.  We are elected by the church to represent the church because we 

are perceived to be leaders, much as the apostles were thought to be leaders, 

but Jesus told them to serve. We also need to be servants of Christ for the 

church.  
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That could cause some to think of us as weak, since servants are sometimes 

thought of as less than those they serve. Those who have had power may feel 

that being a servant makes them less powerful.  However, because our 

serving is intentional and risky, it gives power, as we are an example to 

members of the church and the community. Serving is intentional because 

we are willing to serve and risky because what we do can be misinterpreted, 

unpopular or even more than that.  Certainly Christ served His followers and 

was very unpopular with the leaders in the Temple.  Those leaders thought 

that Christ was weak, but who now can say that.  Christ is the power and the 

glory!  We share in that power through our faith in Christ.   

We take our faith to the session and work with serving in mind.  We are 

commissioned, like the seventy were for Moses, to help “bear the burden of 

the people” so that the pastor need not bear it alone.  By “the burden” I mean 

it is the faith of the congregation in our leadership that we bear.  As the 

seventy chosen by Moses, the Ruling Elders are chosen because of their 

qualities, or gifts.  It is because Ruling Elders are chosen of the congregation 

that we need to pray for wisdom and depend on the Spirit to supply that 

wisdom.  We are responsible to reflect on the needs of the whole 

congregation and, within our own consciences and faith in Christ, to act and 

serve the people.  

Remember the hand game we were taught in Bible school? “Here is the 

Church, here is the steeple, open the doors and see all the people.”  All the 

people are the Church; they are the hands that make the Church. The Elders 

are responsible to reflect on this and model it in our church, indeed in our 

world. As has been said before, Christ has no hands but ours.  

The Holy Spirit blesses all of us with different gifts. In 1 Corinthians 12:4 

Paul says, “…there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are 

varieties of services, but the same Lord.”  Can you see the gifts in you?  Can 

you see them in others around you?  Some of us, like Katie Sayre, bring the 

experience of our background.  She has been on the Personnel Committee 

for years because of her talents in coordinating people.  Are all gifts 

wrapped in pretty paper or do they also come in plain brown paper?  Candy 

Nelson may tell you her gift came in a brown bag.  She works in elder care. 

The people she cares for, and comes to love, often die on her.  Do you see 

your gift as small?  Gifts come in all shapes and sizes to fit everyone who 

gets and everyone who gives.  Do not doubt your gifts, even if you cannot 

see them.  You may have the gift of hospitality, the ability to make people 

feel welcome.  Just think, that cup of Starbucks shared with another is really 

a gift!  Who knew?  How about the gift of organization (this is a gift I 

mostly lack!)?  You know who has this gift.  You can see it in the people 
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who take on the tasks of keeping us in order.  (A very Presbyterian thing to 

do)  Charlie Ashton, the clerk of session, is a very good example of this. 

Of course I think about the gift of music.  The Spirit moves in us when we 

hear beautiful music. Like what we hear from the choir. Joel is a wonderful 

example of this.  His marvelous keyboards, both piano and organ, bring us 

closer to the Holy Spirit.  How much do Joel’s gifts mean to all of us?  

However gifts don’t have to be big to make an impact.  Sometimes the 

smallest things mean the most, like a smile or a hug just when someone 

needs it.  Prayers said in private are also a gift. Even an email or text of 

encouragement (yup technology) is a gift.  God has given gifts to all His 

people to share with all His people.  You may look at Ruling Elders and 

think they are the only ones with the gifts.  Not so! The people are the 

Church and we are all called to service by our gifts in the Spirit, whether 

elder, deacon or member of the congregation. We have chosen to be an 

Oasis of Grace right here in Green Valley. What a gift to all who enter our 

building!  Let us take it outside our walls as well, to serve the community. 

Christ is calling all of us to follow Him, follow His example. Jesus said “the 

Son of Man came not to be served, but to serve and to give his life a ransom 

for many.” Who among us could go where Jesus went, but we have been 

promised that we will have a place with Jesus!  Can we do any less than 

faithfully follow His example of service?  The faithful are called to serve 

God and God also serves the faithful.  He fills them with the Word, with His 

love and forgiveness.  

For me, it has always been my way to serve through music.  I feel it blesses 

me more than anyone else, so it is a somewhat self -serving service in my 

eyes.  When I was called on to be an elder I thought somebody had made a 

BIG mistake.  How could I even be considered for the office of elder?  Did I 

have any gifts to bring except my music?  Then, as so often happens to me, I 

heard music in my head.  It was my favorite hymn.  “Here I am Lord, Is it I 

Lord?”  I did hear the Lord calling to me: If not you, then who, if not now, 

then when?  The spirit was speaking to me.  (Really?! Really!)  I said, 

“Yes”.  There have been times when I have told God “I must have misheard 

You”, but I am still here, still trying to figure out His will.  (I wish we could 

all get a burning bush, at least!)  Then when the name was changed the to 

“Ruling Elder” I really thought “Oh boy, am I in the wrong office!”  But 

remember Ruling can mean something other than telling people what to do 

and how to do it.  Ruling is measuring.  Measuring what we do and how we 

do it by God’s design.  We are choosing God’s way of measuring us in our 

faith.  In turn elders are measured by how we serve the congregation.  All of 

us as a congregation are measured by how we serve each other and our 
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community.  Maybe if we remember that little wooden ruler we used in 

school to measure, we could remember to measure ourselves against Jesus’ 

example. 

As Christians it is in our service to Christ, demonstrated by our service to 

each other, that truly sets us apart.  The Servant/Leader is in all of us, not 

just Ruling Elders. We have been designed that way from the very 

beginning.  “Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, 

according to our likeness…(and) God blessed them” as appears in Gen 1:26 

and 28.  The triune God has declared us to be made in his image and we are 

blessed.  Through the resurrection we have certainly become the children of 

God, yet another blessing! 

As Ruling Elders, or should I say “Measuring Elders”, we go through a 

training class.  You have to learn how to serve, as well as what it means to 

be a Presbyterian and yet somehow I feel that most of the training is “on the 

job training”.  Nothing can prepare you for the duty and the blessings of 

service.  You learn it as you go along.  Sometimes we may wish to be a little 

less blessed as things become difficult and discernment seems to not be one 

of our gifts, but we are not alone.  God is with us. “I can do all things 

through Christ who strengthens me” Phil 4:13. 

Let us, as Christians in this place and time, make a true Oasis of Grace here.  

Let us love one another, let us love our neighbor as ourselves and reach out 

in service.  This is a mission we can and do accomplish.  Think of the things 

that happen here for the whole community.  Chair exercise, cardio 

drumming, concerts and inspirational performance for all, our new Valley 

Galley, are just some of the ways we serve the community. Just like 

Measuring Elders, all of us are learning as we go along and measuring our 

steps. 

As we serve we also lead, and show the way of Jesus. 


