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WHAT I THOUGHT I KNEW
I confused servant-leadership for something vainglorious and narcissistic, based on the 

attributes of colleagues I had worked with in the past — people who considered 

themselves servant-leaders.

These qualities, however, are a far cry from the ideals which underpin 

servant-leadership. Greenleaf (1970) noted:

“The servant-leader is servant first… sharply different from 
the person who is leader first” (p. 15).
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WHAT I LEARNED
The concepts within this course have, thus far, been the most impactful of my 

program. I would distill my major takeaways as follows, explained in subsequent slides:

1. Listening-first is an uncomfortable practice for me.

2. Silence is equally uncomfortable, yet hugely wonderful.

3. Giving things up — and giving them to others — is rewarding.
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1. Listening-first is an uncomfortable practice for me
This is true, yet fewer things have helped me see the potential and opportunities in 

those around me. Greenleaf (1970) favored the idea, “...only a true natural servant 

automatically responds to any problem by listening first” (p. 18). Later, Greenleaf 

(1996) noted that listening “...begins with attention, both the outward manifestation 

and the inward alertness” (p. 70).

I keep these sentiments front-and-center now in all conversations, and they actively 

guide me to use both ears before I ever open my mouth. Previously I often sought to be 

a person who spoke early (if not first), trying to solve problems by putting my voice 

and opinions in front of others’.
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2. Silence is equally uncomfortable, yet hugely wonderful
“In saying what I have in mind will I really improve on the silence” (Greenleaf, 1970, p. 

19)? Not everything requires a response. I did not always agree, and Greenleaf’s 

prudent question is yet another aphorism which now guides many of my actions.

Sardello (2008) suggests silence “...is not there around us unless it is also here within 

us,” (p. 11) which nods to the importance of being one, or comfortable, with silence. In 

no small way, I treat silence as something to look to, not simply as an aid to listening, 

but as something of an “invisible coach” to help guide my best behavior. 

Indeed, I believe listening and silence are symbiotic — it is perhaps no surprise that “In 

the word listen are the same letters that make up the word silent” (Boyd, 2005).
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3. Giving things up — and giving them to others — is 
rewarding
I spent much of my career in the spotlight, and very much enjoyed the credit and the 

attention. However, “...leadership is not about what you get by being a leader, but about 

what you are willing to give up” (Davis & Spears, 2013, p. 6). Stepping out of the 

spotlight allows others to step in, and that is a space in which real growth is possible.

For instance, I always suggested that my name and contact information should be 

placed on the fundraising materials for our organization. However, this fall, I gave that 

up and instead suggested we include one of my teammate’s information. Over the past 

few months, our donors have been contacting her, and she is doing great by learning 

more about them and growing in the role because of their inquiries. 
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THE EXAMEN AS REFLECTION
I find some of the Examen steps more fruitful than others, and they actually made 

more sense for me to group them in pairs.

1. Become Aware of the Big Picture 
2. Review Daily Takeaways

These first two steps are reflective on reality — the things happening outside myself 

over which I have little, or no control. I appreciate how they encourage me to start at 

the end, take account of my experiences, and think on them positively. They suggest I 

always have something to learn, if I look closely enough.
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THE EXAMEN AS REFLECTION (con’t)
3. Identify Underlying Emotion/Bias
4. Choose My Focus

These middle steps invite a look inward, centering on emotions which result from the 

earlier steps’ experience. Here, we begin to think about how these experiences can be 

part of the transformative process of learning and growing, and how it might inspire us 

to dive further.

Particularly, I need to do a better job of not simply acknowledging my emotions, but 

working with, and through them. I am a very deep, emotive person, which can be both 

a tremendous asset and a challenging liability.
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THE EXAMEN AS REFLECTION (con’t)
5. Imagine Next Steps
6. Seek Guidance and Connections

I believe this is where the culmination of discernment happens, in the way Sparough et 

al. (2010) suggest, “A good decision causes something to change” (p. 144) — ideally, 

change that brings consolation, or “feelings of peace, serenity, and joy” (Sparough et al., 

2010, p. 61).

And through the entirety of this course, what has ultimately changed was the 

understanding that “A Servant-leader listens-first seeking clarity before influence” 

(Spears, 2020).
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CLARITY BEFORE INFLUENCE
Reflecting on servant-consciousness capacities (Spears, 2020), I most resonate with the 

idea of listening-first to seek clarity over influence. This is a newfound expectation of, 

and for myself. One I am certain I will carry forward, and will inspire me to listen-first 

from a place of silence. 

In doing so — by listening and not simply hearing — I will continue to develop the 

ability to deliver upon my personal leadership philosophy:

Develop opportunities to engage with work and grow, for 
myself and others, to the fullest extent possible.
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