Chapter 14 b 
The Servant
Nobody would want to be a slave.  It’s one of the few areas where the human race has really progressed, that slavery is now seen as abhorrent. Amazingly, though, forms of it still exist – even in our own country. For example, some women from the Far East are brought here as domestic servants or worse.  They do not understand their rights and, having had their passports taken off them by their employers, are pretty much treated as slaves.
Service is not that popular either. To be in public service is now a low status job.  The larger retailers routinely complain about the difficulty of getting staff who really want to serve the public. And for most of us, the only domestic servants are mums! 
Service involves watching and waiting. Mums watch their children, trying to anticipate their wants and needs. A good waiter waits nearby, and moves to your table almost before you look up to ask for something. Shop assistants observe both customers and shop-lifters.  Much service involves fairly pointless or repetitive or menial tasks. A servant, like a soldier, often waits for brief moments of meaningful action, mixed with a lot of standing around. 
A servant has to be ready to serve at all times. In Victorian houses the bell from bedroom or lounge rang in the servants' quarters, and things were abandoned in the rush upstairs to serve.  We book a few days off or a morning is free but the phone rings and we discover that we ought to respond to some need or problem. The shop assistant is chatting to his colleagues when a customer comes up. Mum is getting on with the washing when the baby starts crying. Sometimes we can defer such interruptions, but actually the whole of service is interruptions. Because, to be a servant is to put what we want on one side, so that we’re ready to serve – that is, do what others want.  On the other hand, our service is not about revelling in self-abasement. There will be times when it is right to say no. Sometimes servants are taken advantage of, used by others; but let those who impose in this way be reminded that they are also servants; we are about mutual love and service.   
We should not think that service is easy – it has to be worked at and learnt. A waiter and a shop assistant have skills and knowledge, and being a mum or dad is harder still. Think about this story:
A Muslim mystic, when a youth, wanted to find a teacher. He found a wise man and asked to become his disciple. The teacher said: "You are not yet ready." Since the young man was insistent, the sage said: "Very well, I will teach you something.  I am going on a pilgrimage to Mecca. Come with me." The disciple was overjoyed.  “Since we are travelling companions,” said the teacher, “one must lead and the other obey. Choose your role.” “I will follow, you lead,” said the disciple. “If you know how to follow,” said the master. The journey started. While they were resting one night in the desert of the Hejaz, it started to rain. The master got up and held a covering over the disciple, protecting him. “But this is what I should be doing for you,” said the disciple.  “I command you to allow me to protect you thus,” said the sage. When it was day the young man said: “Now it is a new day. Let me be the leader, and you follow me.” The master agreed. “I shall now collect brushwood, to make a fire,” said the youth. “I shall collect it,” said the sage. “I command you to sit there while I collect brushwood,” said the young man. “You may do no such thing,” said the teacher, “for it is not in accordance with the requirements of leadership for the follower to allow himself to be served by the leader.” And so, on every occasion, the Master showed the student what discipleship and service really meant, by demonstration.
The Church, over and over in its two thousand year history, has not learnt this lesson. Its leaders have been tempted by the allure of power and status. Yet the theme of service is one of the central ideas of the Bible.  Solomon understood kingship as service of God’s people.  The prophets saw themselves as servants of God. Isaiah has the idea of the suffering servant – a person who is called by God to serve his people, and to suffer for it. Jesus, our Lord and Master washing his disciples’ feet, seemed to Christians to fulfil that role. Jesus’ service is not a matter of the odd good deed, but of being the willing slave of all, without limits on service. And Jesus showed that our service of others is because of their own infinite value – not, as Christians sometimes wrongly think, for Jesus' sake, or because of him in them. What a lot the Church has to learn from ordinary people. 
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