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 I have a friend in another state who sent me an audio recording of a talk he gave recently 
to a Sunday School class.  He called his talk a “testimony,” which means that he spoke in the first-
person about the work God is doing in his life.  Offering testimony is a common practice in courts 
of law, but it is not a regular feature of Christian worship.  In church, you are more accustomed to 
hearing a sermon, which declares a truth based on an external authority, the Bible.  You are less 
accustomed to hearing a testimony, which bears witness to truth based on personal experience:  
“This is what I have seen and heard and come to know first-hand.”   
 

 Needless to say, this morning’s service is a highly personal occasion for me, so I trust you 
will grant me the latitude to preach a sermon which is also a testimony.  I spoke a bit in the first-
person last Sunday, reflecting on my call to be a Christian pastor.  But that call occurred over a 
half-century ago and is now old news.  During these weeks leading up to my official retirement, 
I’ve been thinking less about how I became a pastor and more about how I’ve actually performed 
as a pastor over the past several decades. 
 

 As most of you know, I am only partially retiring this month.  When I leave Woodbury, 
I’ll be going to serve the United Methodist church in Wethersfield, Connecticut, on a half-time 
basis.  I was asked to send my resume to that congregation, because I’m a total stranger to them as 
I was to you eight years ago.  My resume includes the credentials I earned through ten years of 
education and training beyond my college degree; it lists the churches I’ve served in two different 
denominations in six different states; it describes the work I’ve done in hospital chaplaincy, college 
teaching, community ministry, and specialized counseling.  When I met for the first time with 
Wethersfield’s Staff-Parish Relations Committee, one of the members commented about my 
resume, “Wow!  You’ve accomplished a lot.”  Another asked me, “When did you ever sleep?”  
Another offered a more perceptive observation:  “You’ve obviously put in a lot of hard work, but 
it makes me wonder what you do for play.”   
 

 These comments reminded me that ministry can be a seductive profession in at least two 
ways.  First, because one is called by God to do this work, and because the work is never fully 
done, one can be easily seduced into over-working.  And second, one who does this work can be 
seduced into thinking that one is more important and more accomplished than one really is.  
Reading one’s own resume can be not just a trip down memory lane; it can also be a big ego trip, 
arriving at the wrong destination and reaching the wrong conclusion. 
 

 However, I will tell you in all honesty that I get no kick out of reviewing my resume.  When 
I look back on 45 years in the ordained ministry, I’m not impressed by what I’ve accomplished; 
rather, I’m impressed by what God has been able to accomplish through me – in spite of my own 
flaws and failures and because of the encouragement and support of others.  To paraphrase the 
Beatles’ famous song, “I got by with a little help from my friends”; except in my case, I had a 
whole lot of help – from my friends, from my family, from the churches I served, and from a 
gracious God, all of whom loved me with a love that would not let me go.  And so, I wish to share 



a testimony with you this morning, and it is a testimony about grace – “amazing grace,” or as John 
describes it in the Prologue to his Gospel, “grace upon grace” (John 1:16). 
 

 In our everyday speech, we tend to use the word “grace” rather loosely.  We say things 
like, “The IRS gave us a ‘grace period’ to pay our taxes during the pandemic.”  Or, “The teacher 
offered us ‘grace’ by grading our chemistry exam on the curve.”  But in the Bible, the word “grace” 
has a more pointed and powerful meaning.  It refers to God’s free gift of mercy and forgiveness.  
Grace is the unmerited favor of God which cannot be earned and is beyond our deserving.  Grace 
means that God doesn’t love us because we’re good enough or because we’ve done enough; God 
loves us simply because God loves us.  That’s what makes grace so amazing. 
 

What’s even more amazing about God’s grace is that it’s given to us not just once in some 
dramatic moment of conversion:  “I once was lost, but now am found; was blind, but now I see.”  
No, grace keeps coming at us throughout our lifetimes.  God’s grace is constant and persistent, 
offered to us on a daily basis in the form of spiritual nourishment, guidance, opportunity, and 
energy.   

 
 It’s no wonder that those who receive God’s grace don’t view their lives with pride and 
self-satisfaction, but with humility and gratitude.  They don’t say, “Look at how good I am and 
how much I’ve done.”  Rather, they say, “Look at how fortunate I am and how much I’ve been 
given.”  They have a sense of indebtedness toward God and other people; they know that their 
accomplishments were made possible only with a lot of outside help.  They know their lives are 
not summed up in a resume of achievements; rather, their lives read more like a catalog of gifts – 
gifts that just keep on giving.  They are recipients of “grace upon grace.” 
 

 I can’t think of anyone in the Scriptures who has a keener awareness of his indebtedness 
to God’s grace than the apostle Paul.  This may surprise you, because Paul is a classic over-
achiever, and he doesn’t mind telling us so.  He never tires of reminding us that he has worked his 
fingers to the bone, first as a Jewish Pharisee, then as a Christian missionary.  In today’s reading 
from 1 Corinthians, he makes a point of saying that he has “worked harder” than any of the other 
apostles (1 Corinthians 15:10b).  A lot of Christians today are put off by Paul because he is so 
boastful about his heritage, his achievements, and his special status.  He is always showing off his 
resume and making a case for himself.   
 

Paul’s self-promotion is somewhat understandable, since he is constantly forced to defend 
himself against his detractors, who question his authority as an apostle.  Some in the Church 
discount Paul’s authority because he is a “Johnny come lately”; unlike Peter, James, and John, he 
is not one of the original disciples who are with Jesus in the flesh.  If Paul is not an eyewitness to 
Christ’s life, death, and resurrection, what makes him think he has bragging rights as an apostle?  
Here in 1 Corinthians, Paul answers this charge directly:  he acknowledges that he is “one untimely 
born,” but then he reminds his readers that Christ appears to him after the resurrection and calls 
him to be an apostle (15:8).  No, he is not an eyewitness to the earthly Jesus, but he is an eyewitness 
to the risen Christ, so he speaks with the authority of an eyewitness. 

 

But even this isn’t enough to satisfy some of his critics; there is also the matter of Paul’s 
track record, which is spotty at best.  He has impressive credentials; his religious zeal is beyond 
dispute; but his zeal as a Pharisee leads him to commit atrocities against people of another faith –
to murder the followers of Jesus.  Now Paul himself claims to be a follower of Jesus.  Some in the 



Church view him with suspicion and fear, as a fox in the hen house.  In any case, they conclude 
that no man with blood on his hands like Paul could be qualified to be an apostle of Christ. 

 

 So, here in 1 Corinthians, we might expect Paul to defend himself yet again, to tout himself 
as a high achiever who is worthy to be a leader among the apostles.  But instead, Paul says 
something that seems totally out of character:  “For I am the least of the apostles, unfit to be called 
an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God.  But by the grace of God I am what I am, and 
his grace toward me has not been in vain” (15:9-10a).  Do you hear it?  Rather than raising a toast 
to his accomplishments, Paul eats a big slice of humble pie.  Rather than denying his guilt as a 
murderer, he pronounces himself guilty as charged.   
 

But then, in his next breath, Paul declares that his guilt has been cleansed by God’s 
forgiveness, and that he has been empowered by God to undertake a new ministry in a new way.  
This ministry is not just something else for Paul to add to his resume; all this is God’s doing.  He 
knows that his standing before God and his standing in the Church are not achievements, but gifts.  
Who he is and what he has done are a reflection of God’s grace.  Notice that Paul is speaking in 
the first person.  This is not a sermon or a treatise on the theology of grace.  “This is my story, this 
is my song,” says Paul.  “This is my testimony.” 

 

 And this is my testimony, too.  Yes, I have a lengthy resume in ministry; but if you’ve ever 
submitted a resume to a prospective employer, you know that a resume doesn’t tell the whole story.  
It highlights what one has done, but not what one has left undone or done poorly.  My own resume 
is a good case in point.  My mother can attest that when I was in junior and senior high, I was 
voted by my class four years in a row as “Boy Most Likely to Succeed.”  That honor was both a 
blessing and a curse:  it enhanced my drive to achieve success, but it also set me up to be crushed 
by failure, and failure was inevitable.  During my adult life I’ve had professional failures – sermons 
that fell flat, plans for churches that fizzled, my own career goals that fell by the wayside.  I’ve 
had personal failures, too – inner demons that got the best of me, promises that went unkept, 
relationships that turned sour.  At times over these past 45 years, I have felt like “the least of the 
apostles, unfit to be called an apostle.”  No, I haven’t persecuted the Church of God, but on 
occasion I have disappointed the Church of God; and more importantly, I have disappointed the 
God who is Lord of the Church.  At times, I’ve looked at the person and the performance that 
doesn’t show up on my resume, and I’ve wanted to disqualify myself from the ranks of ministry. 

 

 And yet, here I am at the ripe old age of 72, and “by the grace of God I am what I am” – 
still a minister, still imperfect but still growing.  Whatever I’ve become and whatever I’ve 
accomplished are not primarily my own doing; they are gifts of God’s grace.  The marvelous 
opportunities I’ve had to study and serve, the wonderful people who have come into my life at 
every stop on my itinerary – all of it so beyond my expectation and beyond my deserving.  I long 
got over the notion that I am God’s gift to the Church; I realized that the Church is God’s gift to 
me, and I can only respond with gratitude. 
 

 Every year at Annual Conference there is a special service to honor ministers who are 
retiring.  Each retiree is introduced and then shares a word of farewell on a video screen.  This year 
I will say my goodbye virtually.  At a recent Annual Conference, one of the retiring ministers 
reflected on the churches he had served under the appointment system.  He concluded by saying, 
“I never got what I deserved.”  Now, you can take that comment in two different ways.  At first, I 
thought he was complaining that the system had treated him badly, that he had never been 



appointed to a church as good as he felt he deserved.  But this man actually made that comment 
tongue-in-cheek, with a twinkle in his eye.  When he said, “I never got what I deserved,” he was 
saying that he had always gotten better than he deserved in his ministry career. 
 

 Friends, this is precisely how I feel today.  I’m not exercising false modesty; I’m just telling 
it like it is.  When I think about the mistakes I’ve made and the setbacks I’ve had during my 45 
years in ordained ministry, I realize how fortunate I am just to be a minister today, and how blessed 
I’ve been to have a church family like you.  When I was appointed to be your pastor, I didn’t get 
what I deserved; I got better; I got more!  You’ve been instruments of God’s “amazing grace” in 
my life. 
 

 The hymn “Amazing Grace” is not written for people who feel smug in their achievements 
or have an easy path to perfection.  When we sang that hymn a few minutes ago, you may have 
noticed that I stood on the third stanza:  “Through many dangers, toils and snares, I have already 
come, ‘tis grace hath brought me safe thus far, and grace will lead me home.”  This is my testimony 
– that God’s grace has preserved and sustained me through some very difficult times, and given 
me times of great joy and fulfilment that I didn’t earn or deserve.  It’s been a story of “grace upon 
grace.”  It’s all been a gift, for which I can only say “Thank you, God” and “Thank you, my beloved 
church family.” 


