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Poem:

My God my bright abyss

Into which all my longing will not go

Once more I come to the edge of all I know

And believing nothing believe in this.

· Christian Wiman
Prayer: Lead us Lord, lead us in thy righteousness, make thy way plain before our face.
I. Servant Leadership: Robert K. Greenleaf
When I rang the doorbell, I didn’t know what to expect. I was wearing my best sport coat and tie.  He opened the door and I was, well, surprised.  My new friend, soon to be a beloved mentor, greeted me wearing Birkenstock sandals and a t-shirt that read “War is not healthy for children and other living things.”  Not what I expected. Not from a man who had for decades been vice president of AT&T, who served as consultant to major philanthropies and universities. That afternoon, his smile set me at ease and his eyes that seemed to penetrate the soul.

This was Robert K. Greenleaf, whose thoughts on Servant Leadership shaped the administrations of many corporate, civic and religious executives.  This was the first of many visits.  For almost a decade, we exchanged regular phone calls and correspondence.  The breadth of Bob’s friendship network was astonishing – Mahatma Gandhi, Marian Anderson, Reinhold Niebuhr, Timothy Leery, Abraham Joseph Heschel and Elizabeth O’Connor.  Bob was patient with me, a generous and wise teacher.
It was from Bob I first heard of the Hands of the Strong.  One day when I was too quick to critique elites as “privileged and out of touch,” Bob asked me to consider the Hands of the Strong.  Everyone, he said, is at his/her best when encouraging others in their strengths for service -- when celebrating the assets and capacities of others.  At the core of his understanding was everyone brings some strength – how we use our strengths is critical  --  “weak leaders expect to be served – strong leaders serve.”  
When I planned this service two months ago, I had no idea we would there would be all the news about leaders that came out today.  I had no doubt there would be indictments, guilty pleas, the crises in the Catholic church around abusive priests of the fall from grace of pastors of large megachurches.  I have no doubt future scholars will look on these first decades of the twenty-first century as a case study in leadership.  One figure will stand in sharp relief.  Of course, we remember John McCain.  Think of the ways the senator has demonstrated that the heart of greatness is through service!  In one of his last public addresses the senator spoke of “serving something more important than myself, of being a bit player in the extraordinary story of America.”  I often disagreed with the senator but never doubted his integrity.
Bob Greenleaf wrote: “Who is holding back more rapid movement to the better society? [Who is the enemy?] ...Evil, stupidity, apathy, the "system" are not the enemy...The real enemy is fuzzy thinking on the part of good, intelligent, vital people...In short, the enemy is strong natural servants who have the potential to lead, but do not lead, or who choose to follow a non-servant.”
Perhaps you better understand Bob Greenleaf’s sense of joy, whimsy… and his humble perspective on life, if I shared with you the epitaph on his grave marker.  It reads:

 Robert Keifner Greenleaf
1904-1990
Teacher, Philosopher
Servant-Leader
"Potentially a good plumber; ruined by a sophisticated education."
II. The Day Jesus’ Leadership was Tested
Our scripture lessons are about those who are strong in the Spirit and asked to lead.  In John’s Gospel we learn of the day the Jesus movement nearly ended, nearly expired.  Last Sunday we spoke about forever abiding and today we read that “many disciples” who abandoned Jesus.  Jesus said that he was the living bread.  This wasn’t good enough for some and they walked away.  Jesus said he was not like Moses or Elijah or Solomon… all of whom offered physical food.  Jesus said, he offered the bread of life.
Susan Hylen, New Testament professor at Emory University, writes: To partake of Jesus as manna involves a reliance on God. One way John expresses this throughout the Gospel is through the word abide… But “abiding” with Jesus, she writes, is difficult… For many, a quick fix would be more attractive. 
It is the twelve who recognize Jesus’ life-giving word and join Peter in saying, “Lord, to whom would we go? You have the words of eternal life” (John 6:68).  (See Susan Hylen, Working Preacher, 8/26/18).  Peter, who would later deny knowing Jesus is in this passage developing his habits of abiding.   
Paul, in prison, in chains writes to those in Ephesus, Be Strong in the Spirit. REMAIN.  Eugene Peterson calls Paul “the Jailbird Preacher.”   Paul writes, to the community, as much as any individual, put on the armor of the Spirit so that you can abide and remain strong. Be bold for that which is of eternal value.
The Rev. Sydney Callaghan, who worked for decades along the diving line in Northern Ireland. He refused to confine his ministry to the boundaries of the Methodist denomination he cherished.  He spoke of Jesus as the living bread offered to all on both sides of any wall.  Working with a Catholic priest, Father Hugh Murphy, Sydney and Hugh brought people together, especially the youth. For decades, they took groups of Protestants and Catholics to South Africa to meet Bishop Tutu and to India to visit with Mother Theresa (See The Irish Times, March 10, 2001).  Sydney was bold and those who know the story know that his work was an important part of the reduction in hostility that finally came to Northern Ireland. He once told me of people who left that work because they thought reconciliation was impossible.  He said, I decided “It is better to fail in a cause that will finally succeed, than to succeed in a cause that will ultimately fail.”  There you have it HANDS OF THE STRONG.
III. Coventry Cathedral
You may know their story of Coventry Cathedral.  On November 14, 1940, a Nazi Luftwaffe air raid destroyed nearly half of the city of Coventry and that great cathedral.  More than 600 civilians died.  Shops, schools, churches, block after block of homes were leveled. Today the cathedral has become an international center for efforts of reconciliation. Many of the damaged walls of the old cathedral  still stand around a “Garden of Remembrance.”  From the ashes, Christians of Coventry resolved to overcome evil with good.  Their work of peace-making has an influence that extends around the world.  

One symbol of this endeavor is the Coventry Cross fashioned as from medieval nails like those found in the ashes after the bombing.  During my last visit, I was in the bookstore to purchase several crosses for friends.  At the register, the cashier looked at my credit card, looked closely at me, and then back at the card. Finally, she spoke these memorable words: “Sir, you are about to expire.”  We both realized the double meaning in her statement and we laughed together.

Stephen Verney, the Diocesan Missioner following the bombing and later the bishop, wrote a little book Fire in Coventry about the restoration of the building and the revival among the people.  In a video made shortly before his death, in 2009, he recalls, “I began to guess that the good news we had to share would come from the people of the cathedral themselves… I begin to believe the future of the church would be with small groups…  two or three are gathered in [Christ’s] name… where you can share together the heart of what you believe and the heart of what you doubt… It became clear this would be the heart of the new cathedral – to share what they felt the Spirit had said to them…. What the Spirit was saying was meet each other.  Meet the people who don’t agree with you.”  (VIMEO - https://vimeo.com/13488090, Bishop Stephen Verney, October 2008.)
We will be having small group gatherings here at the church in the weeks ahead.  There will be Face-to-Face gatherings next months.  Then we will form many small spiritual formation groups this fall.
Stephen Verney discovered the Hands of the Strong were the hands of those everyday folks, gathered in small groups in that parish – and the Spirit brought remarkable renewal.  Small groups – like the spiritual formation groups forming in this church in the weeks ahead.  I sometimes think our society is undergoing a bombing raid on ethics and civility, on the faith of servants.  How shall we respond?
IV.  The Hands of Katherine and Her Friend
I have been involved in efforts to address the opioid crises in my home community in Indiana.  I studied, I prayed, I traveled to learn from others, I reached out to other professionals.  A small group of us (you might call us “elites”) gathered – we represented business, university, churches, social services and the government.  One of our strategies, learned from other communities, was to gather persons to a gathering in small reception/conversation groups to learn about the crises. I called them solons of the Spirit. We also wanted folks to meet someone in recovery.
There were several such gatherings in the back room of a local restaurant. We would speak of what we were learning and then introduce a person to speak.  Most memorable was the day a young mother spoke, we will call her “Katherine.”  Rarely have I seen a group more attentive. Yes, you could hear a pin drop. Katherine spoke of her father, a respected physician who she now understood, looking back, was abusing drugs.  By the time she was in high school, she was using regularly.  There were traumas in her life and the spiral downward began… more and more addictive behaviors.  She dropped out of college, ended up on the streets, finally in Seattle.  She told the group that she was doing anything and everything she thought of to obtain drugs – steal, lie, sell her body.

She returned to her hometown, but her addiction traveled with her.  She ended up on the streets again and one evening she ended up in the hospital.  She said, “you know that most of us who struggle with this go through 8 or 10 relapses, if we don’t die first.  No wonder people doubt we can get clean and stay clean. I sometimes doubt it.”  

On the evening she was hospitalized, Katherine said a nurse came and sat beside her. Placing her hands on each side of her head, looking into her eyes, the nurse said, “Katherine, baby, where have you been washing out your needles.  Where baby where?”  Katherine told the nurse that in the places she was staying all she had was the water in a toilet bowl.  The nurse responded, “Baby take the lid off the back of the toilet and use that water.”
The nurse held her a long time and then in a quiet and determined voice, Katherine said, “That evening when she called my name, that was the beginning of my recovery.”

The nurse’s hands were the hands of the strong.  But listen to this.  That afternoon, in the back room of that restaurant, it was Katherine’s strong hands that held us.  We learned that many of our myths needed to be adjusted.  Some misconceptions and prejudices needed to be dropped.  We learned that recovery groups were not enough.  We learned how hard the struggle can be, that harm reduction efforts are crucial, and that we needed to know the names of people if are to offer truly strong hands, like the hands of that nurse.  We met Katherine, a child of God, LIKE US!
Katherine walked to the edge of our group and said, “I need to go pick up my kids from school.  They are beautiful and depend on my being strong.”  The she asked, “Can you be strong for them as well?”

It is the spirit that gives life.  True leaders, those who qualify as the Hands of the Strong, SERVE.  We place all of these desires in the Strong Hands of God, Our Rock and Our Redeemer.  Amen.
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