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Abstract 

The aim of this paper is provide a qualitative research proposal and design related to the 

application and conceptualization of servant leadership principles applied within an African 

American Church context.  The paper provided a comprehensive literary review of the topics of 

servant leadership and African American Churches, pastors and congregations; however because 

of limited research being performed by scholars, researchers and other academic organizations 

very little promising research was available related to the African American Church topic.  

Subsequently, starting with a brief introduction of the potential research question being 

evaluated, the author of this writing reviewed a potential methodologically which could be 

realistically utilized with the potential research question.  The author of this writing determined 

that the community-based participatory action research methodology could be a possible good 

match for this potential research question.  However, the focal point of this paper is not on 

whether or not, African American churches or congregations, in general, fully embrace the reality

of the servant leadership philosophy.  Even though it is strongly believe servant leadership 

principles were derived from the biblical concept of servant hood.  The purpose of this paper was

to address the potential research question as a viable exercise that could be re-duplicated later 

when working toward a potential dissertation in the future.     
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What do African American Pastors Believe a Local Church can do to Increase Servant

Leadership Attributes within their congregations?       

Introduction 

According to Tribble (2005), “A new vision of black pastoral leadership is needed at the 

outset of the twenty-first century, a time when many denominational black congregations are 

struggling… in communities that really need the spiritual and social services that these 

congregations provide” (p.7).  Black churches have been experiencing a decline in Millennials 

attendance in their churches, as well as being confronted with alternative viewpoints regarding 

traditionally held values, which question the importance of the church in modern Black 

American life.  Concerns regarding the black churches leadership commitment, involvement and 

impact upon personal and communities affairs are greatly affecting black church attendance in 

the twenty-first century like never before (Brown, 2017).  Consequently, new models and 

approaches related to service and care are being evaluated to help minimize the already eroding 

traditional historical legacy of the black church, especially within most denominationally 

affiliated congregations (Tribble, 2005).  Tribble (2005), has suggested “in a complex time of 

rapid changes, which scholars can describe only by a series of adjectives preceded by post (e.g.,

…post Christian), the mission and practices within the black church movement need critical 

assessment and renewed vision” (p.8). Consequently, black church leadership must redefine and 

re-commitment themselves to new leadership paradigms historically thought to be already held 

and activated by most black church leaders, but now are appearing non-existent to modern 

generations (Tribble, 2005).  One such leadership model being re-evaluated is servant leadership.

As more and more Black American have begun to believe “we are a fragmented community in 

which critical areas of our community, such as poor urban youth, young adults and successful 
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middle-class blacks often feel that the church is irrelevant to their struggles” (Tibble, 2005, p.8). 

Servant leadership is being offered as an alternative to the traditionally held autocratic form of 

leadership.  According to Yukl (2013),”servant leadership…is about helping others to accomplish

shared objectives by facilitating individual development, empowerment and collective work that 

is consistent with the health and long-term welfare of followers” (p. 358).  Therefore, this paper 

will discuss servant leadership when applied as a research question related to black pastors and 

local churches; it will also provide a literature review of peer reviewed articles related to the 

topic of servant leadership and finally provide a qualitative research methodology to help 

accomplish the intended research goals and objectives of the research.

Research Question 

According to Watson and Stepteau-Watson (2015), “The black church has historically 

been the center of the African American community” (p. 371).  Consequently, this means the 

black church has consistently played a significant role in stabilizing, promoting and leveraging 

its resources on behalf of its community and for its people. “The church should play a critical 

role in the transformation process if it is to be relevant in the 21st century and beyond” (Van Wyk,

2017, p. 4).  Therefore, the research question presented by this author is what do African 

American pastors believe a local church can do to increase servant leadership attributes within 

their congregations?  The research question was formatted in a qualitative research design to help

elicit responses from African American pastors during the interviewing process needed to 

gathering research data to formulate a research conclusion.  The reason why this research 

question is important for scholarly peer-review research inquiry is due to the incredible 

importance of the black church to the life and successful advancement of the African American 

community within the United States of America (Van Wyk, 2017).  The role of the church from 
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prior to the Civil War, until today has been to primarily support, encourage and help transform 

the black community in a positive and upward way.  According to Watson and Stepteau-Watson 

(2015), “African American churches have played a significant role in social reform and human 

and social development activities…or played a significant role in every social change movement 

within the African American community” (p. 370).  Subsequently, this author’s believes if the 

black church continues to decline in substance, importance and involvement in the African 

American community, the black community and culture will continue to deteriorate morally, 

socially, politically and economically as a collective change agent in society for this group of 

people and benefit to others.  According to Barnes (2011), African American “believers ae keenly

aware of social problems in the USA and abroad and believe that Christians are responsible for 

proactively addressing human suffering through social reform and political activism” (p. 178).  

The church must continue to remain as the transforming agent for African American churches 

and their congregations, even more than ever today (Van Wyk, 2017).  Additionally, the author of

this writing believes the servant leadership model is the best leadership model to help affect the 

transformative change needed in the African American Church and its community.  “Literature 

indicates that servant leadership is equally a leadership philosophy and set of leadership practices

in which the servant-leader shares power by putting the needs of others first and help people 

develop…as highly as possible in their respective duties” (Van Wyk, 2017, p. 7).  These servant 

leadership practices and attributes are what this writer contents needs to be increased within 

African American churches, in order for true transformational change to take place in both the 

hearts and minds of African American pastors,  churches and communities.  .  According to 

Savage-Austin and Honeycutt (2011),”servant leadership practices build a sense of community 

within the organization and foster an environment where followers are allowed to flourish and 
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grow” (p. 52).  Therefore, the servant leadership model is the best and most productive “way of 

life, philosophy in practice to lead and serve in a collective process.  The objective is to serve 

others’ needs and to help them to perform the best of their abilities in their respective duties” 

(Van Wyk, 2017, p. 7).       

Literature Review

 The significance of the topic servant leadership is greatly misunderstood and 

continuously debated throughout the country, by scholars, researches and academicians.  The 

debate mostly centers on the actuality of the servant leader model, along with its merits and 

worthiness as a viable leadership model for corporate America (Savage-Austin & Honeycutt, 

2011).    According to Smith (2005),”behavioral scientist have proposed…that the value system 

held by servant leaders are unique and distinguish from other types of leaders and leadership 

theories”(p. 7).  The topic is continuously being discussed as a new management model and 

paradigm shift for leaders in most of the corporate world since the early 1970s due to the efforts 

of the late Robert Greenleaf.  Greenleaf coined the theoretical framework for the concept of 

servant leadership from a book he was reading and attempted to relate back to the efforts he saw 

being displayed by corporate executives in corporate America towards their subordinates (Finley,

2012).  Greenleaf’s aim was to challenge corporate executives, leaders and managers regarding 

their top down management styles and approaches in the work place with their subordinates. 

Greenleaf pushed for more leader compassion, care and personal attention devoted to the 

workers as a leadership style within the workplace that would ultimately conclude with service to

others as the primary intention for accomplishing company’s long-range goals and objectives 

(Smith, 2005).  According to Finley (2012), “the traditional autocratic, hierarchical modes of 

leadership are quietly being replaced by those strongly based in ethical and caring behavior…
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servant leadership is a long term, transformational approach to both life and work” (p.135).  The 

corporate world has struggled to fully understand and apply the essential principles of the 

concept of servant leadership to their workplaces, due to the opposing words servant and leader 

(Finley, 2012).  “The very notion of servant as leader, or servant leadership as it has come to be 

known is purposefully oxymoronic…by combining two seemingly contradictory terms, 

Greenleaf asks us to reconsider the very nature of leadership” (Smith, 2005, p. 3).  In addition, 

most corporate organizations have been lost in confusion when trying to define the concept or 

develop meaningful working definition to be applied among their employees and subordinators 

within their respective organizations.  The issue of fully grasping the concept has been and 

continues to be truly problematic for most secular organizations (Dierendonck, 2011).  The 

author of this writing has concluded a more accurate description to the concept of servant 

leadership is the idea of a parents’ love (mother or father) for their child or children.  Their 

tireless and selfless efforts to do anything and everything for the benefit of their child or children 

for their child’s successful obtainment are the essential theoretical components of the concept of 

servant leadership.  Having a desire to serve others is foundational and the central quality servant

leaders model.  This characteristic quality is what makes servant leaders completely different 

from other leadership styles and philosophies within corporate America and throughout the 

world.  The lack of the selfish attitude and intentional concern for others are unique and rare in 

secular settings among leaders and organizations (Russell & Stone, 2002).   According to 

Dierendock and Nuijten (2011),”In servant leadership the ideal of service is embedded in the 

leader follower relationship.  The biggest difference with other types of leadership is that servant 

leaders are genuinely concern with followers, rather than for example transformational leader’s 

organizational objectives” (p. 249).  Although, the secular, corporate American has struggled 
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with the concept of servant leadership, it has been assumed the traditional and modern day black 

church operated within the concept of servanthood on a continuous and regular basis (Van Wyk, 

2017).  Even though it may appear “as appealing and refreshing as Greenleaf’s conceptualization

of servant leadership is, Greenleaf is not the individual who first introduced the notion of servant

leadership to everyday human endeavor.  It was…Jesus Christ, who first taught the concept of 

servant leadership” (Sendjaya & Sarros, 2002, p. 58).  Therefore, because of the rich religious 

and biblical heritage of the African American church, it would have been very uncommon for the

African American church community not to apply the concepts of servanthood to its 

congregational membership in a transformational and uplifting way (Van Wyk, 2017).  However, 

this is the primary basis for this authors’ research question, the historical application of 

servanthood qualities to the African American community through African American churches 

does not appear to be happening in or with the modern day African American church as previous 

generations have done historically (Tribble, 2005).     

Common themes and central ideas associated with a discussion on African American 

churches and servant leaders or leadership are rare and very limited when both topics areas are 

taken specifically together.  Consequently, themes related specifically to African American 

churches are very sporadic due to lack of research done on this segment of society within the 

American population (Barnes, 2011).  According to Barnes (2011), “research about large black 

churches is often based on: anecdotal information; case studies on one church or charismatic 

leader; or critiques about what they are not doing to help the black community” (p. 178).  This 

rare and limited level of research on this topic combination (servant leadership within African 

American Churches) provides a good basis to continue possible research on this topic in the 

future.  While on the other hand, common themes related specifically to servant leaders and 



SERVANT LEADERSHIP IN CHURCHES 9

leadership are much more abundant in quantity and substance.  According to Sendjaya and 

Sarros (2002),”the dynamic conceptual relationship and complementary roles between 

servanthood and leadership have recently attracted the attention of leadership scholars and 

practitioners” (p. 57).  Some of the more common themes associated with servant leadership are 

themes regarding what is servant leadership or a servant leader from a practical and theoretical 

perspective to the actual effectiveness of the servant leadership model within the corporate 

workplace.  Practically speaking, a lot of research has been done on servant leadership qualities 

and attributes targeting both the servant leader and organizations (Melchar & Bosco, 2010).  

According to Russell and Stone (2002) Larry Spears, former CEO of the Greenleaf Center 

developed a list of what he considered the “ten major attributes of servant leadership.  These 

included 1 Listening; 2 empathy; 3 healing; 4 awareness; 5 persuasion; 6 conceptualization; 7 

foresight; 8 stewardship; 9 commitment to the growth of people and 10 building community” (p. 

146).  Spear’s list of ten attributes of servant leadership are considered foundational for assessing

qualities and attributes of servant leaders and organizations.  Other research themes abundant in 

the literature are barriers to servant leadership application in the workplace and its effectiveness. 

According to Savage-Austin & Honeycutt (2011),  “a phenomenological study that identified 

organizational elements (barriers) that impede the practice of servant leadership…identified 

things such as the command and control leadership style, a non-trusting work environment, a 

paternalistic culture and a lack of empowerment as elements”( p. 52).  These barriers are 

primarily derived from a misunderstanding of the concept of servant leadership and an inability 

to see a higher good in people within a secular, corporate work environment (Savage-Austin & 

Honeycutt, 2011).  The final major theme, the author of this writing wants to discuss is the 

abundance of literature on servant leadership measurement instruments now available based 
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upon servant leadership attributes.  After the development of Larry Spears’ ten major attributes of

servant leadership, others researchers, business leaders and scholars developed their own 

modified and refined attributes for servant leaders.  According to Dierendonck (2011) “various 

authors have introduced variations to these 10 characteristics…one of the most extensive models 

is that of Russell and Stone (2002), who distinguished 9 functional characteristics and 11 

additional characteristics of servant leadership” (p. 1232).  All together, there are at least 44 

different characteristics for servant leadership and leaders within the business community, which 

overlap and add to the confusion regarding the topic (Dierendonck, 2011).       

The following conclusion were based upon the summary of literary review related to the 

research question what do African American pastors believe a local church can do to increase 

servant leadership attributes within their congregations?  The research or investigation of this 

topic revealed the following insights regarding the author’s research proposal question 

undertaken.  Developing a research question based upon the African American church, pastors or

congregations will require extensive research and investigation due to the limited amount of 

peer-reviewed journals and books available (Barnes, 2011),.  Consequently, the author of this 

paper would have to consider the option of modifying the research question to include other 

ethnic groups of pastors, churches and congregations instead of limiting the research solely to the

African American church, pastors and congregations.  In addition, based upon the available 

resources and time restraints involved, the researcher would have to be ready to take a deeper 

dive into resources available or be willing to do pioneering groundbreaking research in this area 

beyond what has been done already (Van Wyk, 2017).  In addition, the researcher would need to 

include a thorough investigation of peer-reviewed books in order to carry out this particular 

research objective with a true dissertation objection in mind.  However, the author of this writing
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acknowledges the research question is worthy of consideration due to the limited amount of 

academic scholarship done in this research area, any research undertaken would easily be adding 

to the body of research knowledge currently available and could be considered in some regards 

as groundbreaking for the topic and population involved (Van Wyk, 2017).  Moreover, while the 

subject of servant leadership has an abundance of peer-reviewed articles, there are very few 

targeted towards Christian organizations or related audiences such as churches, pastors or 

congregations, even though servant leadership is considered to have biblical origins (Sendjaya & 

Sarros, 2002).  Consequently, the researcher would have to possibly consider modifying or 

refining already secular research product related to servant leadership to make them applicable to

a religious audience.  However, due to the abundance of materials, the researcher could 

seemingly take servant leadership products targeted at non-profit organizations such as 

questionnaires, measuring instruments and surveys and apply then to churches and other 

Christian organizations and audiences in an comparative analysis fashion (Sendjaya & Sarros, 

2002).  Additionally, as it relates to servant leadership resources available most of the 

information reviewed appeared to be repetitive and redundant, based upon the theme topics and 

central ideals presented earlier within this paper.  Most of the literature presented Robert 

Greenleaf’s sole perspective of servant leadership, without any honest consideration of its 

possible biblical origin. (Dierendonck, 2011).  Finally, there appears to be limited research on the

servant leadership organizations themselves.  A lot of research is provided about corporate 

related questionnaires, measuring instruments and surveys but limited research is provide about 

the servant leadership organizations themselves (Sendjaya & Sarros, 2002).      

Suggestions for future research into the subject of African American Churches, 

pastors and servant leadership principles would include any of the following ideas.  First, more 
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research should be targeted towards the great heritage, culture and rich tradition of the African 

American Church and community.  This population has played and continues to play a 

significant role in the progress, stability and upward mobility of black Americans throughout the 

United States of America (Barnes, 2011).  Secondly, future research should be targeted at the 

African American pastor and their role within the community as servant leaders to their 

congregations and communities throughout history.  African American pastors are largely a 

collection of well-educated, spiritually mature and professionally positioned individuals who 

have long been the black community’s gatekeepers of the moral, emotional, social, political and 

economic well-being of a whole community, since slavery (Barnes, 2011).  Third, considerable 

research should be done on black Millennials departure from religious institutions and traditional

spirituality in general.  Their decision-making and demands for relational, servant orientated and 

caring types of spiritual engagements opportunities should be thoroughly investigated against 

historical and traditional paradigms of religious dogma (Brown, 2017). Fourth, research should 

be considered towards the application of servant leadership principles applied by communities of

faith in comparisons to their application in solely for-profit secular environments (Van Wyk, 

2017).  As it relates to future considerations for servant leadership research, the author of this 

would being with doing research on the parallel notions of Robert Greenleaf’s concept of servant

leadership and Jesus Christ’s Christian concept of servanthood.  The author of this writing 

believe this would significantly help reduce the abundance of the confusion associated with the 

concept of servant leadership in general and provide greater validity to the concept in general 

(Sendjaya & Sarros, 2002).  Secondly, additional research should be considered dealing 

specifically work servant leadership organizations like Southwest Airlines for greater 

understanding of how the actual concepts of servant leadership are being applied in  real time 
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situations on a daily basis (Sendjaya & Sarros, 2002).   Thirdly, servant leadership concepts 

should be evaluated in other environments beyond corporate settings, to understand if their 

attributes are applicable within non-corporate environments similar to corporate ones.  According

to Russell and Stone (2002), “the subject of servant leadership is important to all types of 

organizations” (p. 145).  Therefore, its principles should be validated within non-corporate 

environments like the home and family (Sendjaya & Sarros, 2002).  Fourthly, more research that 

is significant should be conducted in international environments to determine if servant 

leadership concepts and principles are the same as what would be applied in America as it would 

be applied in South Africa, Europe or India as an example (Van Wyk, 2017).  Finally, the initial 

application of servant leadership principle were offered as an alternative to corporate greed and 

scandals, so research should be done to determine if those initials under pinning’s are still 

relevant in today’s corporate and non-corporate environments where those realities do not 

necessarily exist (Dierendonck, 2011).   

Research Protocol 

The research protocol to be utilized for the qualitative research question of what do 

African American pastors believe a local church can do to increase servant leadership attributes 

within their congregations, is the community-based participatory action research method.  

According to Scott and Garner (2014) , “working in the service of people in whose life and 

well-being you have research interest is the foundation of community-based participatory action 

research” (p.153).  The author of this writing is deeply interested in the well-being, preservation 

and upward mobility of the African American Church Community.  Additionally, the author of 

this writing deepest desire is to assist African American pastors help affect change within their 

communities and among their congregations.  The author of this writing understands that most 



SERVANT LEADERSHIP IN CHURCHES 14

honest and genuine way to access, the African American community is through collaboration and

coordination with its traditionally held society gatekeepers, African American pastors (Scott & 

Garner, 2014).              

The aims and objectives for this research question are to identify 10 to 15 African 

American pastors currently actively engaged and consistently involved within their communities 

and congregation trying to affect spiritual change, which manifest itself into tangible deeds and 

actionable realities (Van Wyk, 2017).  According to Van Wyk (2017), “the church must live 1 

Corinthians 13 as a great commandment to the church to express Kingdom life through love in 

action.  Churches must become the voice of the voiceless by disapproving of societal injustices” 

(p. 8).  The objective would be to first identify the African American pastors desiring to actively 

participate in the research study, who have congregational influence and the ability to make 

meaningful impact upon their communities and congregation through application of servant 

leadership principles.  The author of this writing would plan to meet with the African American 

pastors twice month to discuss the research objectives and goals related to the research.  

Additionally, the researcher will determine how to collaboratively work best with each of these 

African American pastors in designing the intended action steps needed to accomplish the 

ultimate goal of increasing servant leadership attributes within their congregations (Scott & 

Garner, 2014).  

   The backgrounds of African American pastor and churches can significantly vary along 

denominational and non-denominational lines.  However, traditionally, African American pastors

utilize their pulpits, sermons, weekly bible studies, Sunday schools classes and life groups to 

promote issues of concern and address community wide and church wide related problems.  

Consequently, the author of this writing would attempt to challenge these African American 
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pastors to consider alternative and additional avenues to promote servant leadership attributes in 

non-traditional ways, such as surveys, questionnaires and focus groups meeting with selected 

members in each church.  In addition, the author of this writing would desire to see if the African

American pastors would be willing to allow their members to interact with members of other 

congregations to obtain common community related issues that can be evaluated as unique to the 

African American Community.                      

The methods of data collection will be in the form of surveys, questionnaires, interviews 

with focus group church members to obtain outcome information.  The author of this writing 

would attempt to collect as many sources of data that can assist with servant leadership 

principles being increased through various avenues and methodologies allowable (Scott & 

Garner, 2014).  

The resources needed for adequately addressing the author of this writings research 

question in substance will be a location for each congregational meeting to occur.  The need to 

establish a central location for each congregation meeting or discussion and for each meeting 

with their related pastor is very important, as African American people have become increasing 

transit and personally private.  Additionally, obtaining a central, secure and safe location will 

allow people be share and hopefully become more transparent in interviews and focus group 

meetings with others.  Additional supplies will to need to conduct the data analysis such as 

questionnaires, surveys and other measureable instruments to evaluate and monitor the current 

state and status of servant leadership principles actively operating within each of these 

congregations, with their pastors’ intentional involvement (Scott & Garner, 2014).  

The time scale for community-based participatory action research is normally long and 

complex depending on the community and quality of collaboration involved.  According to Scott 



SERVANT LEADERSHIP IN CHURCHES 16

and Garner (2014), community-based participatory action research can “lead to enormous 

complexity and make…the most difficult, time-consuming and unpredictable form of research” 

(p. 153).  The goal of the author of this writing is to develop strong mutually respectful, 

collaborative relationships with African American pastors, so that the outcome objectives for 

both the pastors congregations and author will be positive and uplifting.     

The dissemination of information, reports and/or outcomes will be at the discretion of the 

African American pastor and selected congregational participants in focus groups.  

Consequently, it is the author’s desire to develop tangible reports and outcome analysis for 

evaluation and review by the African American pastors.  However, the author so this writing will 

suggest large gathering so the most participants and hear the same information in one setting.    

The authors potential bias toward this research are the author is an African American 

pastor, so he may make certain assumptions regarding the nature of  and characteristics 

associated with African American pastor that may be totally unfounded.   Additionally, the author

of this writing could have and be unaware of racial and ethical biases considered blind spots 

towards the research, which could negatively affect the overall research analysis.  Additionally, 

the author may incorrectly already consider himself a community expert within the African 

American community and apply stereotype understandings to the research based upon false 

assumptions based the authors own religious experience.  Finally, the author of this writing could

convey invalidated assumptions on the congregations about their servant leadership status or 

ranking, which are totally unsupported by research data outcomes by the authors’ internal desires

to see uplift rather than negative realities out of the African American communities, and 

congregations.           
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In conclusion, according to Savage-Austin and Honeycutt (2011),”servant leadership 

practices build a sense of community within the organization and foster an environment where 

followers are allowed to flourish and grow” (p. 52).  The hope and prayer of the author of this 

writing based upon the research question proposal of what do African American pastors believe a

local church can do to increase servant leadership attributes within their congregation, will be 

realized within congregations throughout the USA for the benefit of communities at risk of 

continual decline and moral decay.  According to Van Winkle, Allen, DeVore and Winston (2014)

when discussing the values of servant leadership stated, “organizations structured to support and 

encourage the empowerment of their employees will thrive as market leaders” (p. 70).  

Subsequently, it is the belief of the author of this writing that servant leadership principles, when 

properly applied enhance and promote advancement within and throughout the organizations, 

they are applied within.  Therefore, it is desired that these positive realites will be realized within

the African Amecian community with their pastors and congregations with servant leadership 

principles.       
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