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In my former work as a Superintendent of Schools, I did final interviews with the last two 

candidates for each teaching position. There were several preliminary stages in the screening 

process before that final round. By the time I met with a candidate, we had a high level of 

confidence that they were capable of knowing what we needed them to teach and how to teach it.  

When I met candidates, what I was interested in learning was why they wanted to teach in our 

schools.   

   

I wanted to know their Why. 

 

I would end interviews by asking: Why do you want to teach? What is it about teaching that 

makes you want to get out of bed in the morning and go to school to be with students? 

 

In listening to how they answered my final questions, I was listening for stories of 

transformation, of how they had experienced the transforming power of education, either as a 

teacher or student. I wanted to know that their Why was personal and had power in their lives. 

 

My belief in hiring is that the correct Why—a Why that provides purpose and is deeply 

personal—is critical. I believed that we could teach a candidate with a compelling Why the What 

and How of being a great teacher. But, the Why had to be there. The Why had to be there. 

 

************** 

Of course, I still remember what some of my colleagues considered the best answer a candidate 

gave to my question. It was two years ago, a late summer hire. At the end of the final interview I 

asked the candidate, who was knocking the interview out of the park, “Why this job? Why 

now?” To which he answered, “Well, because you posted the position.” 

 

*************** 

Simon Sinek presented a TED Talk in 2009 that now has nearly 33.5 million views (Sinek, 

2009). Sinek’s book, Start with Why, is one of the most widely-read business titles in the past ten 

years (Sinek, Start With Why, 2009). At the core of Sinek’s TED Talk and book is what he calls 

the Golden Circle. It is three concentric circles, with “Why” in the middle, “How” in the second 

ring, and “What” in the outer ring.    

“WHERE IS YOUR WHY?” 
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This is how Sinek explains the concept: 

 

Every organization and individual knows What they do. For an organization, 

these are the products they sell, the services they offer, or the programs they offer 

(reference our Fall Program Guide). For an individual, it is their job title or roles 

(Sr. Associate or Executive Pastor). 

 

Some organizations and individuals know How they do what they do. Businesses 

may call the How their “differentiating value proposition,” “proprietary process” 

or “unique selling proposition (USP).” The Hows are an organization’s or 

individual’s strengths, values, guiding principles, or core values.  

 

Which brings us to the inner circle, the Why. According to Sinek, very few people and very few 

organizations can clearly articulate Why they do what they do. Why is a purpose, a cause or a 

belief. It provides a clear answer to these questions” “Why do you get out of bed every 

morning?” “Why does your organization exist?” “Why should that matter to anyone else?”   

 

Sinek suggests that the most successful organizations begin with a compelling Why. And those 

that stay successful operate from the inside out, from Why to How to What. According to Sinek, 

organizations falter when they lose sight of Why and instead shift their focus solely to What. 

 

Apple Computer is a great example. There have been and are a lot of computer companies; that 

is, companies whose What is computers. What has made Apple different is that when it has 

performed at its best, Apple starts with Why. It looks like this: 

 

Why: In everything we do, we believe in challenging the status quo. We believe 

in thinking differently.    

 

Then How: The way we challenge the status quo is by making our products 

beautifully designed, simple to use and user friendly.  

 

Then, finally, the What: And, we happen to make great computers.     

 

Because Apple has been grounded in Why, they are no longer Apple Computer, but just Apple. 

And they do not just challenge conventional thinking in the computer industry, but also the small 

electronics industry, the music industry, the mobile phone industry, and the broader 

entertainment industry.    

 

The counterexample for Apple is the railroads. In the late 1800s, the railroads were the biggest 

companies in our country. Having achieved monumental success, even changing the literal 

landscape of America, remembering Why stopped being important to them. Instead they became 

focused just on what they did: they were in the railroad business. They invested all their 

resources in tracks, and crossties and engines. But then a new technology emerged—the 

airplane—and, most of the big railroads went out of business. Sinek asks this: What if rather than 

defining themselves as railroad businesses, the railroad companies had seen themselves as being 
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in the mass transportation business? What if rather than focusing on the What of railroads, they 

had focused on the Why of transporting people from point A to B? 

 

********************** 

So, what does this have to do with us, individually, and us, collectively as the church? Well, we 

might ask whether as an organization the church is more like Apple or the railroads. Are we Why 

driven? Or is our Why faltering? 

 

We are good at What; we have an incredible fall program planned. 

 

We have articulated our How; these are our core values: 

 

 Put Love into Action 

 Honor God Through Excellence 

 Embrace Bold Vision 

 Encourage Lifelong Spiritual Growth 

 Support One Another 

 

Our core values are our How. They are powerful and they are awesome. 

 

What: program. And How: core values. Which leaves Why. 

 

Emily Heath, a United Church of Christ pastor, recounts a sermon series she preached called 

Why Are You Here? She explained: “Though it sounded like the sort of existential question 

you’d be asked in a freshman philosophy class, that is not how I meant it… I meant it in a very 

simple sense: Why are you here? Why are you here at church this morning?” 

 

“After all,” she told them, “you do have other options. You could be home, sleeping in. You 

could be out running errands at the grocery store or doing home repairs. You could be sipping 

coffee and eating eggs benedict. Brunch is such a wonderful thing, you know. You could be in so 

many places right now other than sitting in the hard pews at church on a weekend. And yet, you 

are here. Why?” (Heath, 2016, p. 39)  

 

Why? 

 

We offer programs. We can point to what. 

 

We define core values that describe how we do what we do. 

 

And what about Why? What is our Why?  

 

************* 

The letter to the Ephesians was addressed to a group of churches that were struggling with a 

variety of issues. One of the critical issues was how to maintain harmony when within one 

community there were both those who had inherited the promises of salvation through birth 
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(Jewish Christians) and through conversion (Gentile Christians). Were some within the church 

better than others? Were some who followed what they believed to be a higher standard—who 

followed more rules—superior to those who did not follow the same rules?    

 

Did what some did or did not do make them better or worse? Could everyone really be included?  

Sound familiar? 

 

In the passage which is our scripture lesson for today, the author does not start with the What or 

How: what does it mean to be a Christian or how the two groups should get along. Rather, the 

starting point is Why. 

 

The starting point for the author of the letter—in name Paul, but more likely a student of 

Paul’s—is why. The author begins by reorienting his audience back to their why.   

 

Why are they a community at all? Why are they gathered? 

 

God, who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with which God loves us, by grace 

saves us, and raises us up and seats us with God in the heavenly places, so that in 

the ages to come God might show us the immeasurable riches of his grace… 

 

Why?  

 

For by grace you have been saved, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of 

God. 

 

From the Why—the experience of grace, of love, of redemption—from the Why, the movement 

in the passage we read goes to the How and the What.   

 

How? We live together in unity. We live as those reconciled to each other.    

 

What? We are no longer strangers and aliens, but citizens and saints and members of the 

household of God. 

 

The movement is from Why - the experience of God’s loving grace - to How and What.    

 

It starts with the Why. 

 

Our experience of God’s redemptive grace, of the unbounded love of God, through Jesus Christ.   

 

This is our Why.   

 

Our experience of God’s redemptive grace, our experience of the unbounded love of God, 

through Jesus Christ.  

 

This is our Why. This is my Why. And your Why. Amen. 
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****************** 

Contrary to many reports about what happens in schools, educators really do want the students 

they teach to think, and to think deeply about topics. One of the protocols used to help students 

do this is the “five why’s” activity. It is a protocol used in business as well as education. The 

protocol is used to go from surface knowledge to deep understanding, or from a surface problem 

to a root cause. The protocol begins with a statement, and then asks why? Each answer forms the 

basis of the next why question. Let’s try it.  

 

The car battery is dead. 

 

1. Why? The alternator is not functioning. 

2. Why? The alternator belt has broken. 

3. Why? The alternator belt was well beyond its useful service life and not replaced.  

4. Why? The vehicle was not maintained according to the recommended service schedule. 

5. Why? The owner of the vehicle could not comprehend the language and writing in the 

owner’s manual.  

 

Got it? 

 

When I was asking teaching candidates why they wanted to teach, I was also asking myself.  

Why do you work in education? What is it about running a school system that makes you want to 

get out of bed in the morning and go to school to be with students?   

 

1. Why? Because I believe that children are important. 

2. Why?  Because they have inherent worth and value even before they can do much of 

anything or contribute to society. 

3. Why? Because I know myself to have such worth. 

4. Why? Because I have experienced love and acceptance even when I have not deserved or 

earned it. 

5. Why? Well, because of God’s loving work as I know it in the life, death, and resurrection 

of Jesus Christ... 

 

Asking “Why?” and asking why again, and again, and again, was part of my own journey from 

where I was last summer to where I am this summer. For me, as I consider what I do and how I 

do it, and begin asking why? and why? and why? and why? again… At the core, at the center, is 

my experience of God’s loving work in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

 

When we go from inside out, from our Why to How and to What, we end up with values and 

programs that invite others to know and experience the transforming love of God at work in their 

lives.  

 

Where do I start? Where do we start?  Do we start with our What or our Why? Are we in touch 

with our Why? Are we tending it and nurturing it so that we function as an inside out 

organization? 
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We offer programs. We come to church. And we do what well.  

  

We define core values that describe how we do what we do.  And our core values are awesome. 

 

This morning, as we are on the edge of a new program year, we intentionally name and reclaim 

our Why, collectively and individually. We name and reclaim the Why that is at our core.  

 

We gather, we are here on Sunday morning, rather than sleeping in, or running errands, or doing 

home repairs, or sipping coffee and eating eggs benedict—and yes, brunch is a wonderful 

thing—because of our experience of God’s love and grace at work in our lives.    

 

We, the people of Birmingham First and Berkley First, are here because at our core, we’ve 

experienced the grace of God, who redeems, who loves, who creates and recreates us, flaming 

the spark of the divine within us. 

 

Birmingham First and Berkley First: one congregation, two campuses, two sites.    

 

What is happening at our Berkley campus is exciting. Five baptisms earlier this month. Fifty plus 

children in Vacation Bible School last month. Pub Theology. New resident coffees. How they 

are reaching people does not look exactly like what we do here.     

 

Our Shine service, with Pastor Dan and his team providing contemporary worship on this site in 

the CLC, is coming together with new energy and depth. And it looks very different from what 

we do here.  

 

And it might seem like we are going off in different directions. Almost like a computer company 

that gets into the small electronics industry, the music industry, the mobile phone industry, and 

the broader entertainment industry.     

 

Where we are one, where we connect and unite, is in our Why. We are one congregation, 

innovating, growing, and being fed from the Why at our shared core. The innovation, the energy, 

and yes, the disruption of having to rethink how we talk about who we are and what we do is 

good. It is good precisely because it challenges us to go back to our Why, to the core, and realize 

that the Hows and Whats of living out our Why are secondary to the gift of God’s grace, of 

God’s love, that forms us and calls us. 

 

“In Essentials Unity, In Non-Essentials Liberty, In All Things Charity.” It is a quote has been 

attributed to a variety of sources from Augustine to Wesley. While most scholars suggest 

authorship other than Wesley, our United Methodist Doctrinal standards have affirmed the 

approach: “In essentials, unity; in non-essentials, liberty; and in all things, charity.” (The United 

Methodist Church, 2016, p. 57) 

 

In our Why, in our experience of the saving grace of Jesus Christ, unity.   

 

We start with our Why: God, who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with which God loves us, 

by grace saves us, and raises us up and seats us with God in the heavenly places.   
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For by grace we have been saved; it is the gift of God. 

 

Where is your Why? 

 

Today, tomorrow, I invite you to be claimed by God’s grace. 

 

Today, tomorrow, I invite you to be claimed by God’s redeeming love. 

 

Today, tomorrow, I invite you to turn again and again toward God, to the Why that calls and 

claims you and you and you, and yes, even me. 

 

Amen.  


