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Have you been in a hen house lately?  Ever?  Have you ever used the phrase “Pecking Order”?  I don’t think I have ever considered  where that phrase came from.    In a hen house, there is no peace until it is established who is the greatest, who is the least, and who are the ones  somewhere in between.

If you have done any team building exercises, it becomes readily apparent, who wants to lead, who wants to talk, who is not afraid to get their hands dirty, who is quiet, and who is in between.  Pecking order.

In the church where I grew up, every family had their own pew and we sat there for church or any event that happened in the sanctuary.  They were not marked or named, but we all made sure we sat in our own pew and woe betide anyone who dared to sit in anyone else’s pew!  It was a pecking order based on seniority or chronology.

Pecking orders happen in all relationships in all areas of life.  None of us need to look very far in our own lives to identify pecking orders that we are part of…..somewhere on the ladder.

We all know that parents always want the best for their children.

One day,   a proud mother approaches Jesus asking him to make sure that her two sons will sit on either side of Him  in the Kingdom of God.  The other disciples were furious when they caught wind of this.  Jesus  assured them that greatness comes in service and  that Jesus Himself, the King of Kings, came not to be served, but to serve…so much so that He even gave his life for others, not Himself.

Pecking order – richest to poorest, strongest to weakest, most aggressive to least…..

Jesus was not advocating the reversal of the pecking order, we was advocating that it be abolished!

It is important to note that Jesus was not anti-leadership.  Jesus never said that  good leadership is unnecessary – quite the opposite.  Jesus re-defined leadership.  The authority with which Jesus spoke as the leader he was, was not symbolized by a  title, or a crown or a scepter, or wealth, or strength, or aggression, but rather a towel.  The ministry he calls us to, as leaders, as followers, as prime movers, as disciples is service.  The symbol, is a towel.

This concept of service as a Spiritual Discipline can get easily contaminated.  Richard Foster spends some time distinguishing between true service and service that has been contaminated.  He calls that, self-righteous service. 

True service vs Self-righteous service

(quick survey of volunteers in our faith community)

Foster  says that when the service is self-righteous, it comes through human effort.  It expends immense amounts of energy calculating and planning how to render the service.

On the other hand, true service emanates from a relationship with the Divine.  True service happens when we serve in a natural, organic, genuine response to  whispered promptings, Divine urges, nudges from the Spirit.

Self-righteous service requires external rewards.  It is essential that others see and appreciate the effort.  Human applause is essential.

True service rests content in the dark.  It does not fear the lights and attention but does not seek them.  Living out of the heart of God, the divine assurance is sufficient.  Praise and attention are unnecessary.

Self-righteous  service is highly concerned with pay off. “What’s in it for me?”.  Will the person served reciprocate in kind?  If they do not, bitterness within the one who served is a real possibility.   

If it is true service, there is no need to calculate the results.  The delight is in the service.  The  service can easily be to enemies as well as friends.

Self-righteous service picks and chooses whom to serve and whom not to serve.  Often it is the high profile and powerful.  It is those who might offer future advantage, it might have status attached, name dropping and perhaps a significant reward.  It is important that the job gets noticed and that it is significant.

On the other hand,  self-righteous service could be to the down and out….as long as others either see it happen or find out about it…good optics!

True service lives by Jesus’ command  to be ‘servant of all’.  True service does not discriminate based on the size or prestige of the task

Self-service is affected by moods and whims.  It serves only when there is a ‘feeling to serve’.

True service ministers simply and faithfully because there is a need.  It is not dependent upon ‘the feeling to serve’.

Self-service  is temporary.  It is one, isolated event and then a quick retreat  back to self-indulgence.

True service is a life style.  It is spontaneous.  It is part of the fabric of one’s being.  Looking for ways to serve is never out of mind. 

Self-righteous service is without sensitivity.  It demands the opportunity to help.  It barges in both guns blazing!  “I’m going to do this for you whether you want me to or not.”

True service listens with empathy and tenderness and patience before acting with permission.

Self-righteous service fractures community.  It centers on the glorification of the  server and puts into debt the one being served.  True service builds community.  Quietly and unpretentiously it goes about caring for the needs of others.  No one is ever under any obligation to return the service.

True service increases our Humility Quotient.  Consciously, deliberately choosing action that seeks the good of others and (mostly) hidden, leads to deep change within us.  Hidden service can transform us.  To be disciplined in the art of true service and to distance ourselves from self-righteous service is not as easy as we might like to think.    Richard Foster  writes,  “The flesh whines against service -  but screams against hidden service.  It strains and pulls for honour and recognition.  It will devise subtle, religiously acceptable means to call attention to the service rendered….if we refuse to give in to this need for recognition we can crucify our pride and arrogance.”    Can you identify at all with this?  It feels great to do a good deed, but it also feels great to feel appreciated and special and wonderful and the kindest most thoughtful generous person on the planet!



Obviously, all of us want to identify ourselves as true servants rather than self-righteous servants.  But we need to be brutally honest with ourselves.  Is there even sometimes a small portion  of ourselves longs for thanks and appreciation and recognition, and perhaps even a reward in some form or another.  

Image of  bowl and towel

(paper and pen….examples of times when you have exemplified True Service) 


When I think of Jesus, words like humble, servant, generous, unselfish, compassionate come to mind.  Think for a moment about the people you know.  Who are the people in your life to whom you attribute many of those qualities?....Are there people in your life, who might well attribute many of those qualities to you?


God  bless you on your journey, and may you carry with you on your way, a towel.

Amen 

All of this is anti-humility and therefore our service is not in silence.  Our service is not with a towel, it is with a trumpet!  Day to day  desire is required if we want to become more humble.  Hidden service will quiet and extinguish our pride, our need for drawing attention to ourselves.

“Everyday should be viewed as a day of humility”, writes William Law in “A Serious Call to a Devout and Holy Life”. 

 Learning to serve others in silence, without show.  The Discipline of Service brings humility to life.

