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Henri Nouwen, one of the most profound spiritual thinkers of the  modern 
age, had this to say about spiritual leadership:  
 

I am deeply convinced that the Christian leader of the future is called 
to be completely irrelevant and to stand in this world with nothing to 
offer but his or her own vulnerable self. . . . What makes the tempta-
tion of power so seemingly irresistible? Maybe it is that power offers 
an easy substitute for the hard task of love. It seems easier to be God 
than to love God, easier to control people than to love people, easier 

to own life than to love life.1 

 
Even a cursory examination of the Gospels bears this out. Repeatedly Jesus’s 
own disciples debate one another about who is the greatest (Mark 9:33–37); 
try to edge out the most vulnerable such as children (Mark 10:13–16) and 
women (John 4:27); and view power as the way to handle one’s enemies 
(John 18:10–11). If we’re honest, we need not read the Gospels to know that 
grasping for power is part of the human condition. But the way of Jesus, of 
course, seeks to save sinners and to draw us into greater and greater humility. 
As Nouwen has said, “We are not the healers, we are not the reconcilers, we 
are not the givers of life. We are sinful, broken, vulnerable people who need 
as much care as anyone we care for.”2  
 
And so what we must admit is that Jesus calls us to the way of downward 
mobility (Phil. 2:5–11). We cannot do anything in our own power (John 15:5) 
because the spirit is willing but the flesh is weak (Matt. 26:41). And whenever 

Jesus grants us power (Acts 1:8), it is always in service to something greater 
than ourselves. Therefore, the secret to successful stewardship is not that I 
am faithful because I am not. I will always seek my own self-interest. Rather, 
the secret to successful stewardship is recognizing that God is faithful.   
 
In John’s Gospel, Jesus includes one of his seven “I am” statements in a fa-
miliar discussion about vines and branches (John 15:1–17). Throughout the 
discussion Jesus make several declarative statements that relate to life in the 
kingdom of God: He takes away those branches that do not bear fruit, but 
He prunes the branches that do bear fruit (15:2). Apart from Jesus, God’s 
children can do nothing (15:5). His children are to ask for whatever they 
wish, and it will be done (15:7).  

2Ibid.  

1Henri Nouwen, In the Name of Jesus: Reflections on Christian Leadership (New York: Crossroad, 1989). 
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In John’s Gospel, Jesus includes one of his seven “I am” And Jesus chose His  
followers and appointed them to bear fruit (15:6). Throughout the  discussion the 
predominant imperative is to “abide” (15:4–7, 9–10, 16). In the Greek the word 
refers to “remaining,” and it is used to express the believer’s need to stay in close 
relationship with God. It is both present and forward moving.3  Fruit is “an         
outward sign of a pulsating inner growth,” a mutual indwelling and absorption of 
God’s Word into a “living, organic relationship,” and it is granted in the context 
of being sent on mission.4  

The fruit of an intimate relationship with Christ is obvious: love, joy, peace, pa-
tience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control (Gal. 5:22–
23). When we relate closely to God and to Jesus, whom God has sent, this fruit 
will begin to manifest themselves more and more in our lives. Apart from Christ, 
however, we will only gratify the desires of our sinful flesh (Gal. 5:16).  

Our sinful flesh desires its own will, its own way, its own self-aggrandizement. 
Our sinful flesh desires not to put God first but to be put first. And our sinful 
flesh will seek to use and abuse others for our own gain. Apart from Christ, not 
only can we do nothing (John 15:5); apart from Christ, we can desire nothing         
other than our own glory. Faithful stewardship means we allow ourselves to stay 
close to Jesus, who continues to save us in all the ways we need saving. And        
faithful stewardship requires us to recognize that God alone is faithful. God alone 
willingly chose to go the way of downward mobility: “Have this mind among 
yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of 

God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, 
by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being 
found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of 
death, even death on a cross” (Phil. 2:5–8 ESV). While on earth, Jesus chose to 
exalt God rather than Himself. Jesus went the way of downward mobility. We  
become faithful stewards by staying close to Jesus, imitating Jesus’s example, and 
recognizing the following: “He must increase, but I must decrease” (John 3:30 
ESV).  

Going Deeper 

1. Meditate on John 15:1–17 this week. What insights can you glean about the 
kind of relationship Jesus wants to have with you? 
  
2. Read Mark 8–10 and take note of how Jesus talks about faithful discipleship 

versus the ways in which the disciples go about it. What differences can you find?  

4Ibid.  

3Vickie Gaston, Spiritual Formation Mentoring, Beeson Divinity School, March 2010.  
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Our sinful flesh desires its own will, its own way, its own self-
aggrandizement. Our sinful flesh desires not to put God first but to be 
put first. And our sinful flesh will seek to use and abuse others for our 
own gain. Apart from Christ, not only can we do nothing (John 15:5); 
apart from Christ, we can desire nothing other than our own glory. 
Faithful stewardship means we allow ourselves to stay close to Jesus, 
who continues to save us in all the ways we need saving. And faithful 
stewardship requires us to recognize that God alone is faithful. God 

alone willingly chose to go the way of downward mobility: “Have this 
mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though 
he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to 
be grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being 
born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, he 
humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even 
death on a cross” (Phil. 2:5–8 ESV). While on earth, Jesus chose to 
exalt God rather than Himself. Jesus went the way of downward mo-
bility. We become faithful stewards by staying close to Jesus, imitating 
Jesus’s example, and recognizing the following: “He must increase, but 
I must decrease” (John 3:30 ESV).  
 
Going Deeper 
1. Meditate on John 15:1–17 this week. What insights can you glean 
about the kind of relationship Jesus wants to have with you?  
2. Read Mark 8–10 and take note of how Jesus talks about faithful dis-

cipleship versus the ways in which the disciples go about it. What dif-
ferences can you find?  
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