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v

Servant Leadership, Social Entrepreneurship and the Will to Serve publishes 
a selection of peer-reviewed papers presented during the international 
academic conference on this theme, which took place in Leuven, Belgium, 
from May 26–28, 2018. This conference was co-organized by the 
European SPES Institute, the Institute for Leadership and Social Ethics 
(a research institute of the Evangelische Theologische Faculteit (ETF), 
Leuven) and the Damien Center, also situated in Leuven.

The idea to organize an international conference on this theme origi-
nated in the Damien Center in Leuven, which is dedicated to preserving 
the memory, as well as the spiritual legacy, of Father Damien. Father 
Damien is well known for his exceptional humanitarian work amongst 
the lepers in Molokai, work which took his life, as he himself got infected 
with leprosy. His life’s work gained him international fame; he has been 
elected in Belgium (where he is from originally) as its greatest citizen and 
the Catholic Church canonized him as a saint person. Also, he has a 
statue in the US Capitol in Washington D.C., where he represents the 
State of Hawaii. Justified as these honors may be, they run the risk of 
mythologizing him as a person and to lose sight of what he really did. 
Damien is an example of a spiritual-driven social entrepreneur and ser-
vant leader who transformed a hopeless human settlement of lepers into 
a caring human community. Reflecting on his life, we asked the question 
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if we can induce from his example—as well as from many other examples 
of servant leadership and social entrepreneurship—a general model of 
entrepreneurship that can inspire people in profit, non-profit and public 
organizations.

Many are convinced that while “the will to serve” is praised in moral 
and religious contexts, it is crowded out in the real economic arena of 
hard competition and in the consumer’s space of ego-centric happiness. 
Economic theory assumes as one of its basic postulates that people always 
try to get a maximum of personal gain and profit from their activities (be 
it in terms of happiness, utility, social recognition or money). So, does the 
will to serve really exist or is it only a façade to hide ego-centric motiva-
tions, a mask to disguise the underlying will of power and self-interest? 
Or, rather, is it indeed possible to unveil a deeper spiritual resource that 
inspires the will to serve and frees it from egocentrism? The belief that 
such a spiritual resource exists in the field of economics and has to be 
considered as a necessary condition to transform economics into a col-
laborative, sustainable and social activity is a shared conviction of all the 
contributors to this volume. Although most of the contributions are 
inspired by Christian and Western philosophies, some interesting chap-
ters explore Buddhist and Eastern spiritual resources of servant leadership 
and social entrepreneurship.

Servant leadership is a concept that not only concentrates on the social 
outcome of entrepreneurial activities but primarily on its inner motiva-
tion: serving first. Following servant leaders in their self-transformation 
helps us to solve the riddle of self-interest. During the process of serving, 
the ego-self of the servant leader is transformed into a truly relational self 
which gets its meaning and mission from the other. Listening to the other 
as the prime mover of interaction means becoming responsible to and for 
the other. Without this spiritual change, we will never understand why 
people are able to sacrifice themselves in serving others. But there is also 
a dark side to this inner transformation into servant leadership. It can be 
misused by leaders and lead to the complete loss of the personal will of 
followers. It can result in a slave morality. Therefore, servant leaders need 
discernment and self-reflection in order to be free from manipulation and 
illusions.
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This volume consists of three parts. The first part of the book, entitled 
“Philosophical and Spiritual Foundations,” focuses on the concept “the 
will to serve” as such. The chapters in this part explore various dimensions. 
One of the criticisms of Greenleaf ’s original model of servant leadership is 
its overemphasizing of altruism and its relative neglect of the problem of 
evil and destruction. To overcome the problem, we need to reflect on 
whom and what we are serving. Simone Weil makes a distinction between 
serving the Beast and serving God, and yet another chapter addresses the 
alternative developed by Albert Schweitzer between an over-formalistic 
Kantian ethic of obligation on the one hand, and a naturalistic, ethical 
vitalism on the other hand. Most of the authors underline the need for a 
broader concept of servant leadership that includes social justice and fair-
ness on the one hand and self-love and self-reflection on the other hand.

The second part, entitled “Social Entrepreneurship: Serving the 
Common Good,” focuses on social entrepreneurship and hence on the 
social dimension of servant leadership. Social entrepreneurship and ser-
vant leadership are overlapping concepts. While the former is related to a 
specific form of entrepreneurship that prioritizes social outcome over 
profit- making, the latter stresses at the same time the underlying motiva-
tions of compassion, humility and selflessness. Serving the common good 
is what both concepts have in common and what we analyze in this part.

The third part, entitled “Servant Leadership in the Context of Business,” 
deals with problems and examples of servant leaders in the context of busi-
ness and market economics. Here, the leading question is how to implement 
servant leadership in a competitive market environment. Rather than 
abstract models, this part focuses on concrete cases of entrepreneurs trying to 
combine profit and eco-social wellbeing, even if both motives do not always 
coincide. Servant leadership is based on a management agenda that changes 
processes and people by listening instead of controlling, by caring instead of 
dominating, by sharing hope instead of empowering “angst.” Serving means 
at the end creating a collaborative community committed to the shared pur-
pose of a profit-making service that enhances the wellbeing of people.

Can we induce from all this a general model of servant and social 
entrepreneurship that can guide people in profit, non-profit and public 
organizations? It depends on what we mean by “model.” Those searching 
for a new algorithmic model that reconstructs entrepreneurial behavior 
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in a predictable and reproductive way will be disappointed. But those 
who understand “model” as an inspiring example will find in this book a 
lot of enriching stories that can stimulate deep inner motivation,  contextual 
realism and a sense of creative imagination. As Albert Schweitzer said: 
“The example is not only the most important factor to teach something, 
it is the only factor. My life is my argument.”

As editors, we want to thank the European SPES Institute, the Institute 
of Leadership and Social Ethics (ILSE), the Damien Center and the 
Norwegian Business School (Bergen, Norway) for their financial, logistic 
and moral support. We like to especially mention Cees Tulp (ILSE) and 
Ruben Boon (Damien Center). We want to give special thanks to Prof. 
Dr. Laszlo Zsolnai and Jessica Harrison for their helpful guidance during 
the whole editing process. Yet this book is primarily the fruit of an endur-
ing effort and commitment from all the contributors—and by “contribu-
tors,” we do not only mean the authors of the chapters but the readers as 
well. A book without readers is like a house without residents. Readers 
make this book what it really should be: a challenging reflection in a non- 
ending process of dialogue and further research.

We dedicate this book to Prof. Dr. Rita Ghesquiere who was actively 
engaged in the preparation of this conference but unexpectedly passed 
away on March 12, 2018. She was a very charming, intellectually inspir-
ing and serving member of the European SPES Institute.

Leuven, Belgium Luk Bouckaert
Leuven, Belgium  Steven C. van den Heuvel



ix

Part I  Philosophical and Spiritual Foundations    1

 1  The Will to Serve: An Anthropological and Spiritual 
Foundation for Leadership   3
Patrick Nullens

 2  Reading Exodus 18 and Robert Greenleaf  29
Heiko Wenzel

 3  Servant Leadership Beyond Servant and Leader: A 
Buddhist Perspective on the Theory and Practice of 
Servant Leadership  47
Ernest C. H. Ng

 4  Ipseistic Ethics Beyond Moralism: Rooting the “Will to 
Serve” in “The Reverence for Life”  69
Chris Doude van Troostwijk

 5  Simone Weil and a Critical Will to Serve  87
Michael J. Thate

Contents



x Contents

 6  The Dark Side of Servant Leadership: Power Abuse via 
Serving 103
Volker Kessler

 7  Christianity and Servant Leadership 123
Peirong Lin

Part II  Social Entrepreneurship: Serving the Common Good  141

 8  Protecting the Weak and Creating Community 143
Emilio Di Somma

 9  Foundations for Social Entrepreneurship: An Integrative 
Indian Perspective 161
Sharda S. Nandram, Puneet K. Bindlish, Harsh Purohit, Ankur 
Joshi, and Priti Hingorani

 10  Workplace Spirituality in Social Entrepreneurship: 
Motivation for Serving the Common Good 187
Natasha Gjorevska

 11  Mindful Servant Leadership for B-Corps 211
Kevin Jackson

 12  The Religious Leader as Social Entrepreneur 235
Jack Barentsen

 13  Serving the Poor: The Case of the EoC Enterprise 
‘Mercurio Net’ 255
Mara Del Baldo and Maria-Gabriella Baldarelli



xi Contents 

Part III  Servant Leadership in the Context of Business  285

 14  Servant Leadership in Market-Oriented Organizations, 
Does that Make Sense? An Evaluation from an Economic-
Organization Theory Perspective 287
Jakob Willem (Pim) Boven

 15  The Importance of Calling in Realization of Life Projects: 
The Case of Maverick and Serial-entrepreneur Hans 
Nielsen Hauge with Implications for Business Education 309
Knut Ims, Truls Liland, and Magne Supphellen

 16  Rethinking Fashion Retail: The Case of MrSale 335
Gabor Kovacs

 17  Aldous Huxley’s Anarchist Entrepreneurship Based on 
Spiritual Capital 351
Gerrit De Vylder

 18  John Wesley: Prophet and Entrepreneur 373
Clive Murray Norris

 Index 391



xiii

Maria-Gabriella Baldarelli, Ph.D. is Associate Professor of Accounting 
at Department of Management of the University of Bologna, Italy. She 
was Visiting Professor at the State University of Tirana, Albania, at 
University La Trobe in Melbourne, Australia, at the University of Pula, 
Croatia, and at the University of Vlore, Albania. She serves as member of 
the editorial board of the international academic journal Economic 
Research. Her research interests include: financial statement in tour oper-
ator and travel agencies; corporate social responsibility; ethical, social and 
environmental accounting and accountability, sustainability in tourist 
enterprises; responsible and accessible tourism for blind people, economy 
of communion enterprises, gender(pink) accounting. She serves as board 
member of the Center of Advanced Studies on Tourism; furthermore, she 
is member of the SIDREA council.

Jack Barentsen, Ph.D. studied physics, philosophy and theology. His 
promotion research focused on leadership development in early 
Christianity through the lens of modern leadership theory (in his book 
Emerging Leadership in the Pauline Mission, 2011). Since then, Barentsen 
researches and teaches the practice of pastoral leadership in multiple 
countries, developing a descriptive “Integrative Model of Pastoral 
Leadership.” He serves as Professor and Chair of Practical Theology at 
ETF, Leuven (Belgium), as well as senior researcher at ILSE.  He also 

Notes on Contributors



xiv Notes on Contributors

holds an appointment as Extraordinary Associate Professor of New 
Testament and Practical Theology in the Faculty of Theology of North- 
West University in Potchefstroom, South Africa.

Puneet K. Bindlish, Ph.D. is Assistant Professor at the Department of 
Humanistic Studies at the prestigious Indian Institute of Technology 
(BHU) in Varanasi, India—there, he is also in charge of International 
Relations. He holds his Ph.D. from Management Development Institute 
(MDI), Gurugram (India), in the area of Integrative Leadership. He is 
also a practicing consultant and an academic in the area of Integrative 
Intelligence for organizations facing the VUCA world (Volatile, 
Uncertain, Complex, Ambiguous), co-founder of Integrative Intelligence 
and Organizational Management Research, Innovation and Sustainable 
Entrepreneurship (OMRISE) researcher. He has rich academic, con-
sulting and entrepreneurial experience in the healthcare, telecom, tech-
nology, banking and insurance, education, sports and public-service 
sectors.

Luk Bouckaert, Ph.D. is Emeritus Professor of Ethics at the Catholic 
University of Leuven (Belgium). He is a philosopher and an economist 
by training. His research and publications fall within the fields of busi-
ness ethics and spirituality. In 1987 he founded the interdisciplinary 
Centre for Economics and Ethics at the University of Leuven, together 
with other colleagues. In 2000 he started the SPES Forum and in 2004 
the international European SPES Forum which he chaired as president 
until 2014. He wrote several books in Dutch. His recent publications in 
English include The Palgrave Handbook of Spirituality and Business (co-
edited with L. Zsolnai, and published in 2011) and the volume Business, 
Ethics and Peace (co-edited with M. Chatterji, and published in 2015).

Jakob Willem (Pim) Boven studied Business Economics at Windesheim 
University of Applied Sciences and the University of Groningen, the 
Netherlands. He worked in the banking industry before he took a board 
position at the ETF, Leuven (Belgium). He also co-founded the ILSE in 
Leuven, was involved in teaching, participated in several projects and is 
still serving as member of the Steering Committee of ILSE. His research 



xv Notes on Contributors 

focuses on the intersection of organizational economics, leadership and 
ethics. In the Netherlands he worked at the Protestant Theological 
University (Amsterdam and Groningen) and he serves as a member of the 
executive board of the Theological University in Kampen.

Gerrit De Vylder, Ph.D. studied History and Development Economics 
at the Catholic University of Leuven, Belgium, and at Ghent University, 
Belgium. He holds his Ph.D. in Economics from Tilburg University, the 
Netherlands. He worked as a researcher at Tilburg University, authored 
several books on Business History, and executed Development Project 
Evaluation Assignments in India, Ethiopia, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Indonesia, 
Bangladesh, and Ukraine. For more than two decades he taught Economic 
History and International Political Economy and supervised post-gradu-
ate students in the field of Comparative Business Culture, at the Faculty 
of Economics and Business Studies of the Antwerp Campus of the 
Catholic University of Leuven, Belgium. More recently, his publications 
have focused on the history and philosophy of India, and the historical, 
philosophical, spiritual, and religious aspects of globalization. He has 
guest- lectured and presented papers in different countries, including 
India, Poland, China, Singapore, Portugal, France, Norway, the USA, 
and the UK.

Mara Del Baldo, Ph.D. is Associate Professor of Financial Accounting, 
Entrepreneurship and Small Business Management, as well as Economics 
of Sustainability and Accountability at the Department of Economics, 
Society and Politics of the University of Urbino, Italy. She is a member of 
the European Council for Small Business, the Centre for Social and 
Environmental Accounting Research, the SPES Forum, the Global 
Corporate Governance Institute and the European Business Ethics 
Network, among others. She is an editorial board member and a reviewer 
of various international scientific journals. She has published her works 
in Accounting History, Meditari Accountancy Research, European Journal of 
International Management, International Journal of Social Ecology and 
Sustainable Development, International Journal Society Systems Science, 
Journal of Management and Governance, International Journal of Corporate 
Social Responsibility, Piccola Impresa/Small Business, among others. She 



xvi Notes on Contributors

authored several scientific publications, including articles, book chapters 
and conference proceedings. She lectured on invitation in various Italian 
and foreign universities.

Emilio  Di  Somma, Ph.D. studied Philosophy at the University of 
Naples Federico II, where he also received his master’s degree, in 2012. 
He is an affiliated researcher of ETF, Leuven, Belgium. He then went on 
to study Divinity at the University of Aberdeen (UK), as part of the 
research project on Normativity: Nature, Narrative, Nihilism. He received 
his Ph.D. in 2017. His dissertation has been recently published with the 
title Fides and Secularity: Beyond Charles Taylor’s Open Faith (2018). He is 
currently developing his research interests in Political Theology, 
Secularization Theory and Applied Ethics.

Chris Doude van Troostwijk, Ph.D. is a philosopher and theologian. 
He serves as Professor of Philosophical Ethics at the Luxembourg School 
of Religion & Society, in Luxembourg. Being director of the Department 
for Public Responsibility, he conducts two research projects on institu-
tional ethics, respectively, for the world of finance and the world of 
health. Doude van Troostwijk worked for many years as a management 
consultant and journalist for Dutch television. Living in the village of 
Albert Schweitzer (Gunsbach, Alsace, France), he is specialized in his 
work, on which he published several contributions (in Dutch and in 
French). For the last two years, he holds the chair for Liberal Theology at 
the Mennonite Seminary of the Free University in Amsterdam (the 
Netherlands). His latest publications are concerned with the possibility 
of theological reflection after the “death of God”. This is evident in the 
book he edited with Matthew Clemente, entitled Richard Kearney’s 
Anatheistic Wager: Philosophy, Theology, Poetics (2018, as well as in his 
chapter “Prayer and Presence: Kierkegaard on despair and the Prolepsis of 
the Self,” in Between Being and Time: From Ontology to Eschatology, edited 
by Andrew T. J. Kaethler and Sotiris Mitralexis (2019).

Natasha  Gjorevska is a Ph.D. candidate at Corvinus University of 
Budapest. She is teaching Organizational Behavior, Management and 
Organization, and International Human Resource Management at the 



xvii Notes on Contributors 

Corvinus Business School. Her research area is in the field of organiza-
tional behavior and her research is focused on workplace spirituality, ethi-
cal and transcendental motivation, social entrepreneurship, and 
alternative food networks and initiatives. She is a long time yoga practi-
tioner and an ethical vegan. Gjorevska is a member of the European SPES 
Institute and is an individual endorser of the Responsible Research for 
Business and Management (RRBM) Networks’ position paper.

Priti Hingorani, Ph.D., MBA is working as a Faculty in the Footwear 
Design & Development Institute; she also served at the Women Institute 
for Studies in Development Oriented Management (WISDOM), 
Banasthali University, Rajasthan, as an assistant professor. She obtained a 
master’s degree in Business Administration in 2008 and a Ph.D. degree 
from Banasthali University, Rajasthan, in 2013. She has been actively 
engaged in management teaching, training and research. She has vast 
experience in academics teaching the subjects of Indian Ethos, Human 
Quality Development, Human Resource Management, and Business 
Communication to undergraduate and postgraduate students. She has 
published her works and presented papers in national and international 
journals of repute. She worked as the content writer for the MHRD proj-
ect “ePG Pathshala” and developed 13 modules for the subject “Business 
Communication” and 16 modules for the subject “Indian Perspectives of 
HQD”. She has initiated and organized many student development pro-
grams, management activities and workshops.

Knut  Ims, Ph.D. has a doctorate from Gothenburg University in 
Sweden and has been affiliated with the Norwegian School of Economics 
(NHH) for several decades. His current position is Professor in Business 
Ethics. He has edited several books (amongst others Art, Spirituality and 
Economics, (with L.  Bouckaert and P.  Rona), 2018, Business and the 
Greater Good, (with L.  J. T.  Pedersen), 2015, Heroes and Anti-heroes, 
(with R. Ghesquiere), 2010, Business within Limits, (with L. Zsolnai), 
2006). He has published widely in a number of international journals 
and has been a visiting professor at several universities (Corvinus in 
Hungary, UCA in Argentina, Case Western Reserve in Ohio, USA, 
University of Illinois at Urbana, Champaign, USA, University of Oslo, 



xviii Notes on Contributors

Norway). He is member of the business ethics faculty group of CEMS—
Global Alliance for Management Education, fellow of the European 
SPES institute, and member on the board of the Center for Ethics and 
Economics at NHH.

Kevin Jackson, Ph.D. holds the Grose Family Chair and is Professor of 
Law and Ethics at Fordham University in New York City. Jackson also 
holds the Janssen Family Chair in Mindfulness and corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) at Solvay Brussels School of Economics and 
Management, Université Libre de Bruxelles (Belgium). Jackson has held 
academic appointments at Georgetown University, Princeton University, 
École des Ponts (France), and Peking University (China). Jackson is 
Senior Fellow at The Witherspoon Institute (Princeton), and a Fellow of 
the European SPES Institute (Leuven). His books include Building 
Reputational Capital, Virtuosity in Business, and Charting Global 
Responsibilities: Legal Philosophy and Human Rights. Having interests 
ranging from philosophy of law, mindfulness and corporate social respon-
sibility, to existentialism and the philosophy of time, Jackson has pub-
lished numerous scholarly articles in top-tier journals.

Ankur Joshi, Ph.D. is an assistant professor at Faculty of Management 
Studies—WISDOM, Banasthali Vidyapith. He is Fellow of MDI, 
Gurugram, in the area of Public Policy and Governance. He coordinates 
the project on Promotion of Research in Indian Management and Ethos 
under Prof. Harsh Purohit. He is also an OMRISE researcher at Banasthali 
Vidyapith. His research and teaching interests are in the area of gurukul 
education, public policy, social entrepreneurship, and human quality 
development. He has conducted workshops and seminars and delivered 
talks for civil servants and corporate and doctoral scholars at premier 
institutes in India.

Volker Kessler, Ph.D., D.Th. holds a Ph.D. in Mathematics, University 
of Cologne, and a D.Th. in Practical Theology, University of South 
Africa. For 12 years he worked for the Siemens Company, Munich, as a 
researcher in cryptography. Since 1998 he is director of the Akademie für 
Christliche Führungskräfte (www.acf.de) and since 2002 he is also dean 

http://www.acf.de


xix Notes on Contributors 

of GBFE (Gesellschaft für Bildung und Forschung in Europa; www.gbfe.
org). In 2012 he was appointed as Professor Extraordinarius at the 
Department of Philosophy, Practical and Systematic Theology of the 
University of South Africa. He teaches Christian Leadership at different 
universities and also provides professional trainings for business compa-
nies and non-profit organizations worldwide. He wrote many articles, 
academic books and some popular books, among others the bestsellers 
Die Machtfalle and Kritisieren ohne zu verletzen, which were translated in 
five other languages.

Gabor Kovacs, Ph.D. is assistant professor at the Business Ethics Center 
of the Corvinus University of Budapest, Hungary. He did undergraduate 
studies in economics and management and received his master’s degree in 
Buddhist studies from the Budapest Buddhist University in 2010. In 
2017, he defended his Ph.D. thesis, entitled “The Value-Orientations of 
Christian and Buddhist Entrepreneurs.” He has participated in the 
research projects of the Business Ethics Center about the ethical value-
orientations and the ecological value-orientations of Hungarian entrepre-
neurs. He is researching Buddhist economics and the role of spirituality 
in business. He is the secretary of the Hungarian Bhutan Friendship 
Society since its foundation in 2011. He is a member of the Pali 
Translation Group that aims at the translation of Buddhist Scriptures 
from the Pali Canon to Hungarian language since 2008.

Truls  Liland serves as Dean at the Hauge School of Management at 
NLA University College in Bergen, Norway. He teaches courses in inno-
vation, entrepreneurship and leadership, and has developed the school’s 
unique internship program, focusing on innovation projects. Liland has 
experience as a manager in the telecom and banking industry in Norway, 
and has held several board positions, both for commercial and non-profit 
organizations. His educational background is in fields like marketing, 
management and theology.

Peirong Lin, Ph.D. is an affiliated researcher at ETF, Leuven (Belgium). 
She also serves as the Human Resource Director for the World Evangelical 
Alliance’s Department for Theological Concerns in Bonn, Germany. She 

http://www.gbfe.org
http://www.gbfe.org


xx Notes on Contributors

recently successfully defended her dissertation on the Mission Drift of 
Faith-based organizations. Native to Singapore, Lin sees herself as a global 
open citizen. Her different university degrees hail from three different 
continents in different disciplines. She seeks to bring together the differ-
ent disciplines in her academic work.

Sharda S. Nandram, Ph.D. is Full Professor in Hinduistic Spirituality 
and Society at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, the Netherlands, and 
Associate Professor in Entrepreneurship and Organizational Innovation 
at the Nyenrode Business University, also in the Netherlands. She is co- 
founder of the research chair OMRISE at Banasthali University, India. 
She has two bachelor’s and two master’s degrees: one in Work and 
Organizational Psychology and the other in Economics, both at the 
University of Amsterdam, the Netherlands. She holds her Ph.D. in Social 
Sciences from the Vrije Universiteit of Amsterdam, the Netherlands. She 
is a member of the Steering Committee of the European SPES Institute. 
Her research focus is on Spirituality, Integrative Intelligence, (Social) 
Entrepreneurship, and Integrative (Self-Managed) Organizations.

Ernest C. H. Ng, Ph.D. is an honorary assistant professor at the Centre 
of Buddhist Studies (CBS), the University of Hong Kong (HKU) where 
he teaches Buddhism and Economics. His research interests include 
Buddhist economics, the intersection of spirituality and materiality, sus-
tainable decision-making and mindfulness. He is the chief executive offi-
cer at Tung Lin Kok Yuen, a Buddhist NGO with over 80 years of history 
in Hong Kong. Prior to that he was the chief investment officer at Sumeru 
Capital with over 15 years of experience in the financial market. Ng grad-
uated Phi Beta Kappa from the University of Chicago with Bachelor of 
Arts in Economics and Master of Arts in International Relations. He 
received a Master of Buddhist Studies and Doctor of Philosophy from 
the CBS, HKU. He was a Sir Edward Youde Scholar and currently a fel-
low at the European SPES Institute.

Clive  Murray  Norris, Ph.D. is a research historian specializing in 
Methodist history. He is a graduate of Cambridge University, where he 
studied history, and of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, where 



xxi Notes on Contributors 

he studied management science; furthermore, he is a qualified manage-
ment accountant. He received his Ph.D. in 2015 from the Oxford 
Brookes University, following research into the financing of early 
Methodism. Since then he has been a research associate at the Oxford 
Centre for Methodism and Church History, Oxford Brookes University. 
He is working on a biography of the eighteenth-century Methodist 
preacher Thomas Wride.

Patrick Nullens, Ph.D. is full professor in the Department of Systematic 
Theology and Ethics at ETF, Leuven, Belgium, as well as Extraordinary 
Professor of Theology at North-West University, Potchefstroom, South 
Africa. He is co-founder, as well as director of ILSE, located at ETF. During 
his career, he has been mostly involved in different leadership roles. 
Innovation, leadership development and spirituality are core values in his 
personal journey. He publishes regularly in the field of theology, ethics 
and leadership. Together with Ronald Michener he wrote The Matrix of 
Christian Ethics: Integrating Philosophy and Moral Theology in a Postmodern 
Context (2013).

Harsh Purohit, Ph.D. is Dean of the Faculty of Management and the 
Faculty of Law at Banasthali Vidyapith, the largest residential university 
for women’s education in India. His research and teaching interests are in 
the area of personal finance, Indian culture and ethos. He is a pioneer in 
the field of the Bhartiya Model of Financial Literacy. He is also co-founder 
of the OMRISE research group, Banasthali Vidyapith, India.

Magne Supphellen, Ph.D. is Professor of Marketing at NHH in Bergen, 
Norway. He has published widely in consumer psychology, marketing 
and brand management journals, including the Journal of Marketing, 
Journal of Consumer Psychology, Journal of Business Research and Public 
Opinion Quarterly. He is also involved in research on empirical ethics. His 
work in this area has appeared in journals such as BMC Medical Ethics, 
Clinical Ethics and Journal of Empirical Theology. Supphellen is a consul-
tant for Norwegian and international companies and a board member of 
several commercial and non-profit organizations.



xxii Notes on Contributors

Michael J. Thate, Ph.D. has embarked on something of a disciplinary 
nomadic existence since graduating with his Ph.D. from Durham 
University in 2012 in Religious Studies. His first position was as a lec-
turer in New Testament Interpretation at Yale Divinity School, where he 
also was a post-doc. From there he moved to Princeton University where 
he again was a post-doc and lecturer but this time in Ethics in the Religion 
Department and at the Center for the Study of Religion and Faith and 
Work Initiative. Thate is an associate research scholar engaged in varying 
research projects on labor disputes in antiquity through modernity at 
Princeton University. A recent recipient of the Alexander von Humboldt 
award, he spent time between the Institut für Antikes Judentum und 
Hellenistische Religionsgeschichte at Tübingen and the Centre interna-
tional d’étude de la philosophie française contemporaine at École nor-
male supérieure, Paris. His first book, Remembrance of Things Past? (2013) 
was a kind of social history of the rise of history- as- science in nineteenth-
century and twentieth-century German universities and the emergence 
of an “historical Jesus” discourse which came out of that. His second 
book, The Godman and the Sea (2019) reads varying representations of 
the sea in antiquity and early Christianity through the rubrics of desola-
tion and trauma. He is at present finishing a book on smell and moral 
philosophy in early Christianity and late antiquity. Thate is also a visiting 
fellow at Harvard Divinity School (HDS) and the Center for the Study 
of World Religions. While at HDS he will be undertaking new research 
on time, technology and messianism in twentieth-century philosophy.

Steven  C.  van  den  Heuvel, Ph.D. studied Pastoral Ministry at the 
Christelijke Hogeschool Ede, the Netherlands. He then went on to study 
theology at ETF, Leuven (Belgium), receiving first his Th.M., in 2010, 
and then his Ph.D. in 2015, as part of a joint doctorate with the 
Theologische Universiteit Kampen, the Netherlands—his dissertation was 
entitled Bonhoeffer’s Christocentric Theology and Fundamental Debates in 
Environmental Ethics (published in 2017). He works as assistant professor 
in the department of Systematic Theology at ETF. In addition, he is Senior 
Research Fellow at ILSE, a research institute of ETF. Furthermore, he is 
Extraordinary Researcher in the Faculty of Theology at North-West 



xxiii Notes on Contributors 

University (South Africa). His research interests are continental theology, 
the study of “hope”, environmental ethics, economic ethics, and the ethics 
of technology.

Heiko Wenzel, Ph.D. studied Theology and Islamic Studies in Giessen 
and Marburg. He holds his Ph.D. in Biblical Theology from Wheaton 
College (IL), USA. After graduating from Freie Theologische Hochschule 
in Giessen (Germany) he was a pastor for seven years before coming to 
Wheaton. Since 2006 he teaches Old Testament and classes on Islam at 
Freie Theologische Hochschule. He is also a post-doctoral researcher at 
ETF, Leuven (Belgium), and is involved in a church planting ministry. 
His research and publications focus on questions of (Old Testament) 
prophecy and on aspects of comparing Old Testament and Koranic texts.



xxv

List of Figures

Fig. 7.1 Pieces in a leadership moment 124
Fig. 14.1 Economics of institutions (Williamson 2000, p. 597) 296



xxvii

List of Tables

Table 9.1 Sample representations of the Indian worldview as expressed 
in the Bhagawad Gita (an important document in Indian 
philosophy) 166

Table 9.2 Prominent references relating to worldview elements of 
Indian philosophy 170

Table 14.1 Alternative modes of governance 301



Part I
Philosophical and Spiritual 

Foundations



3© The Author(s) 2019
L. Bouckaert, S. C. van den Heuvel (eds.), Servant Leadership, Social Entrepreneurship 
and the Will to Serve, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-29936-1_1

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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