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This sermon marks the fourth in our Lenten series drawn from the book, A Disciple’s Path. The 
first sermon was on Grace, the second on Prayer, last week it was Presents and Presence, and 
today, Service. 
 
Those of you following along in our Disciple’s Path study this Lent will find this passage from 
Ephesians familiar. I like it because it gives a summary of our calling in the context of the saving 
work of Jesus Christ and his church. Each of us has a unique set of gifts. Much has been written 
about our spiritual gifts. We tend to think that they are confined to service in or for the church; 
but I want to proclaim that they also need to be used for service in the places we find ourselves 
each day—home, work, school. Our ministry is not confined to service in the church. First 
Church does a marvelous job in providing opportunities for gifts-based service within and 
without its walls. Today’s musical offering of Mozart’s “Coronation Mass” is but one example.  
 
However, I want to expand this understanding. If you have taken the spiritual gifts inventory, I 
want to draw your attention to the exercise for Week 5, Days 2 and 3. The book makes a useful 
distinction between volunteering and serving: “Being a volunteer describes a particular activity 
that is not at the center of one’s identity…whereas a disciple of Christ knows that he or she is a 
servant all the time.” (A Disciple’s Path Daily Workbook, p. 85) There is an old saying, “Bloom 
where you are planted,” whether at home, in school, or the workplace. 
 
Let me relate a story about how I found what servant ministry means to me. On my work 
trajectory from service in the US Navy, banking, and in the church, I have discovered and am 
comfortable with my calling to be a second chair or supportive leader, rather than being the head 
guy. I took this inventory and asked those I do ministry with to evaluate my gifts from their 
perspective. I am pleased that there was congruence between their assessment, my own, and the 
inventory, which means that I am projecting my spiritual gifts authentically. 
 
I have had first chair positions, such as Regional Office Manager and Senior Pastor, but my gifts 
are better utilized in second chair positions, such as Deputy General Manager of a branch bank in 
Tokyo, Executive Pastor here, and numerous associate-type positions along the way. Soon after 
coming to FUMC 14 years ago, I was in Fellowship Hall when a member came up to me to learn 
a little of my story and my aspirations. He was rather direct in asking where I saw my next 
pastoral position to be, implying as a senior pastor. I told him that my ambition was to be the 
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best number two I could be. I said, “I have been a number one, both at the bank and in a church, 
but I function less effectively in that role. My gifts for ministry are better suited for being an 
associate.”  
 
The person (who a long time ago moved away) looked me in the eye and said, “You obviously 
have no ambition,” and walked away. He could not comprehend someone wanting to be like 
Avis, number two. He came out of the corporate mindset and was a first chair leader. Most 
organizations have a ladder of success with the object of getting to the top and sitting in the first 
chair. This idea has done a disservice to many organizations, including the church. When the 
Peter Principle takes effect —the principle that members of a hierarchy are promoted until they 
reach the level at which they are no longer competent—you get promoted into your area of 
incompetence. To tell you the rest of the story, I ran into this person at my college 50th reunion, 
who did not recognize me from FUMC. Nor did he acknowledge that I had achieved one of my 
“ambitions,” and that was to preach at my university’s chapel! 
 
A Disciple’s Path this week invites us to reflect on our spiritual gifts. I want to say that we at 
church are very good at using our gifts for church work and outreach. I am not as convinced we 
are as good at using our spiritual gifts in the workplace or home where we spend 95% of our 
time. Thus I want to focus on how one serves in the marketplace, and where does one serve? It is 
common when meeting someone for the first time that we ask what they do and where they 
work. I suggest we reframe the question to, What are your gifts and where do you practice them? 
For over 40 years I have been attracted to the notion of servant leadership. The challenge for all 
of us is whether our work life makes a difference because we are Christians. Are you different 
from your co-workers, your students?  
 
One of my favorite books on leadership is Max DePree’s Leadership is an Art, written 24 years 
ago and still a classic in my mind. Max is a Michiganian, I might add. He comes at leadership 
from a biblical servant perspective. His closing chapter, entitled “The Marks of Elegance,” 
captures Paul’s sentiment of wholeness as the body of Christ in the world. He postulates that 
leaders always reach for completeness, and a complete or whole relationship involves a 
covenant. Intelligence and education can ascertain the facts. Wisdom can discover the truth. 
Hierarchy provides connections. Equality makes hierarchy responsive and responsible. 
Opportunity must always be connected to accountability. Joy is an essential ingredient of 
leadership. (p.132) 
 
A Disciple’s Path makes many excellent points about gifted service. The book quotes Dr. Donald 
English, the spiritual leader of British Methodism, “…that the world doesn’t need more sales 
persons for the gospel; all the world needs is more free samples.” That’s where you and I come 
in. We are called to use the gifts we have been given in service. As a faithful follower of Christ, 
do you find great joy in knowing that your efforts, talents, resources, and gifts are being used by 
God to make a difference in the lives of the people you encounter and serve on a daily basis? 
 
Robert Greenleaf popularized the idea of Servant Leadership in his book of the same title. Max 
DePree postulates we can choose to operate at the dying edge or the living edges of life. Let me 
quote a passage:  
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A leader can tell the difference between living and dying edges. To lose sight of 
the beauty of ideas and of hope and opportunity, and to frustrate the right to be 
needed, is to be at the dying edge. To be part of a throwaway mentality that 
discards goods and ideas, that discards principles and law, that discards persons 
and families, is to be at the dying edge. To be at the leading edge of consumption, 
affluence, and instant gratification is to be at the dying edge. To ignore the dignity 
of work and the elegance of simplicity, and the essential responsibility of serving 
each, is to be at the dying edge. (p.18) 

 
The following is an example of servant leadership and how someone’s faith made a difference in 
a person’s/family’s life, and indirectly on my life. The story begins with my family in transition. 
We had recently been assigned to move to Tokyo for me to be Deputy General Manager of the 
bank’s branch there—yes, a second chair position! I was transitioning from being the head of our 
Airline and Aerospace Lending Division, where my accounts were the leading airlines and 
airplane manufacturers. It was 48 hours before our departure on Friday evening, when watching 
the evening news I heard the breaking story about the hijacking of a TWA flight from New York 
to Chicago. I thought nothing of it until I realized my boss was on that flight, and just as I was 
becoming aware that this was more than a vicarious news event, the CEO of the bank called me, 
knowing I was the TWA account officer.  
 
For the next 36 hours I was on the phone with TWA, getting updates as the plane refueled in 
Gander and flew to Beirut and back. My job was to keep the CEO informed as the saga unfolded. 
So for two sleepless nights I talked with TWA and relayed the status to our CEO, who was 
monitoring the situation on an hourly basis. He also was losing sleep. Wow! A CEO who was 
taking detailed time to follow the situation of an employee, one of thousands. What I haven’t told 
you is that this CEO had a reputation as a hard-nosed, hard-driving, no-nonsense taskmaster.  
Watch out how you judge people!  
 
Fortunately, the event had a happy ending in that all the passengers were safe when the plane 
returned home. What I experienced was Christian caring from an unlikely source. Or so I 
thought. Upon returning home safely, the CEO informed this family—of six, I might add—that 
the bank was paying for a two week, all expenses paid vacation to a four star resort in Jamaica. I 
have never forgotten this act of Christian and corporate compassion.  
 
I have subsequently learned that this man had a deep faith. About ten years ago this very same 
CEO, now retired, showed up here one Sunday morning, where I learned he was fighting for 
peace and dialogue in the Middle East! While he had been vilified in Business Week for his 
stewardship of two banks, I cannot forget his act of compassion, which for me better defined the 
man! He was living his faith. How does your faith and servant leadership play out in your daily 
life? What’s your story of making a difference? 
 
In conclusion, hear these expanded words from Ephesians to discern your gifts, to practice your 
gifts wherever you are planted. The gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some 
prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, some administrators, some encouragers, 
some givers, some helpers, some leaders, some healers, some wise persons, all for the purpose of 
the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ in the world. Go and do likewise. As 
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Paul said, “Lead a life worthy of the calling to which you have been called, with a humility and 
gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love.”  


