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    The story is told that a mother, concerned about her young daughter, brought 
her to Gandhi one day, seeking the wise assistance of this famous religious leader. 
It seems that her daughter had developed the bad habit of eating too many 
sweets; in short, she had become addicted to sugar. All the coaxing, punishing, 
bribing and pleading in the world had not made the young girl stop her 
destructive habit, and though her mother had no sweets in the house, the 
daughter had learned to find them from other sources. 
    The girl was gaining weight and her teeth were decaying; and of course her 
mother worried about the future with the onset of diabetes in her future years. 
So the mother was seeking the wise counsel of this learned, respected man. 
“Please,” she begged Gandhi, “speak to her and persuade her to give up this 
harmful habit.” Gandhi sat a moment in meditation. Then he said to the mother, 
“Bring your daughter back to me in three weeks, and then I will talk to her.” 
    So the mother and her daughter went away for three weeks, and then returned 
as they were told. This time Gandhi took the daughter aside privately, and in a 
few gentle, simple yet convincing words, pointed out all the harmful effects of 
sugar. He urged her to quit … and amazingly, she assured him she would.  
    Hearing about her daughter’s resolve to quit her sugar-dependence, the 
mother thanked Gandhi, and then, with a puzzled tone in her voice, said: “Why 
didn’t you share those words with my daughter three weeks ago, when we first 
came to you?” Gandhi explained, “Three weeks ago, I myself was addicted to 
sweets, so I had to break my habit before I could be an example, and thus teach 
your daughter.” 
    ‘Example is the best precept,’ declares an old saying. Samuel Johnson put it 
more eloquently when he said, “Example is always more efficacious than 
precept.” I guess that’s an intellectual’s way of saying: “Example is the best 
teacher; example is far more effective than the spoken word or a written rule.”  
More simply put, “Actions speak louder than words….” 
    Apparently one’s manner of life speaks volumes more than what one says. So 
even if we parents advise our children (as my mother used to say to me), ‘Do as I 
SAY, not as I DO” – children are far more influenced by our ACTIONS – our doing - 
than by our words. 
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    Can we agree on the premise that example is the best teacher? Jesus certainly 
espoused that to be true, and eventually so too did those first apostles and 
believers. Words were absolutely essential to the spreading of the Gospel – after 
all, words are the primary means of communication.  
    But preaching, teaching and witnessing by word of mouth were only as 
effective as the life that was lived by those who shared them. The early church 
grew in numbers BECAUSE those early followers were very careful to ‘practice 
what they preached’: They welcomed the poor, downtrodden and oppressed with 
open arms; they loved and provided for the widows and orphans – those primarily 
neglected in their society; they boldly lived out their faith IN ACTION, even in the 
face of ridicule and persecution.  The gospel they had come to believe and profess 
with their lips was also visible in their smiles and their joy – in the personal 
sacrifices they willingly made for the sake of others. 
    In the epistle lesson for this week, Paul emphasizes to the believers at Philippi, 
the importance of their Christian witness through their actions.  “… live your life in 
the manner worthy of the gospel of Christ…” he wrote in the opening lines of his 
letter. And then he adds in the passage we shared: “Brothers and sisters join in 
imitating me, and observe those who live according to the example you have in 
us…” With those words, we know that Paul certainly understood the power in 
living as an example. Such words are a familiar refrain in all of Paul’s writings, and 
one that he intentionally backed up, even with his acknowledged ‘not-so-perfect 
example’ of his own life. 
   This letter addressed to the Philippians was perhaps the most cordial and 
affectionate of all his writings. After all, this is the very first church that Paul had 
helped establish in Asia Minor. The relationship Paul had with this church through 
all the years of his ministry was exceptionally close and happy. The immediate 
occasion for the writing of this letter was Paul’s expression of thanks for the gift 
the church members had sent to him. 
    This congregation of believers loved and admired Paul. So the apostle, after 
expressing his gratitude, uses this letter as an instrument for further 
encouragement and instruction in the faith. His words radiate a joy and happiness 
because his faith in Christ that he shares with these Philippian Christians…. 
    Yet … he is writing this letter from behind prison walls, with the threat of 
execution for daring to proclaim the same faith that so inspires him. Still, even 
here in these circumstances, Paul is teaching by example.  It is his unwavering 
faith in Jesus Christ which had resulted in his incarceration, but it is that same 
faith which exudes forth in joy. 
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    It is said that “people take your example far more seriously than they take your 
advice.” But so often we operate our lives as if the opposite is true: We speak the 
truth, but our actions reveal anything but a sense of integrity. We talk about the 
“good news” of the gospel, but do so with dour faces and a body language that is 
anything but inviting. In short, our words and actions seldom match, so that we 
give off the sweet but deadly fragrance of hypocrisy, so easily detected by others. 
    A fable by Aesop entitled, “The Crab and It’s Mother” serves to illustrate the 
point. As the fable goes, a mother crab says to her son, “Why do you walk so 
sideways, my son? It is far more becoming to walk straight ahead.”  “Quite true, 
dear mother, and if you will show me the straight way, I promise to walk in it.” 
The mother crab tried to walk in a straight line, but finally submitted to the 
embarrassing point of her son. The moral is clear: example is far more powerful 
that precept – actions speak louder than words. 
    So what happens when the words and the example do not match? The brilliant 
German philosopher Max Scheler was a noted professor at Munich University. 
Born of Jewish ancestry, he converted to Catholicism at the age of 42. From that 
time onward he became an authority on such notables as St. Benedict, and St. 
Francis of Assisi. He wrote a book entitled On Eternal Man which won him wide 
acclaim. 
    Yet, even though he could write glowing accounts about the virtues of such 
saints a Francis and Benedict, Scheler’s personal life was far from virtuous. He led 
a morally corrupt life and seemed to have no sense of shame. So the archbishop 
of Cologne confronted him one day with the discrepancy between the people he 
studied and his own troubled way of life.  Scheler’s curt response was, “I only 
point the way; the sign does not have to go where it points.” 
    You may recall that basketball star, Charles Barkley expressed that same 
sentiment some years ago. When confronted about his loose, seamy off-court 
behavior in light of younger fans who so admired him, Barclay replied, “I don’t 
want to be anybody’s hero. Don’t look at me for an example.” 
    But all of us, Charles, – ALL of us – provide some kind of an example for 
someone, be it good or bad.  And if our fail to LIVE by what we profess as being 
good and right and true, then our inconsistencies will quickly become apparent to 
all. As I remember my junior high Sunday school teacher, Bill Johnson saying, “If 
you want your children to learn the Christian faith, don’t just drop them off to 
Sunday School and worship – attend both yourself.” – Example is always the 
better teacher…. 
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    Every boater knows that when entering a marina, one’s speed is supposed to be 
reduced to prevent damage to the other boats from one’s wake. A marina in 
California has a unique way of reminding the public of this simple rule of courtesy. 
Instead of posting a speed limit sign, or a “no wake” sign, instead they have 
posted a sign which says: “YOU are responsible for your wake!” 
    Whether a boater or not, those words ring true to all of us who sail or cruise 
through life. Whether our wake makes a large wave or creates only a small ripple, 
our behavior does have an effect on other people. We are setting an example 
whether planned it, acknowledged it, or not. We are each responsible for our 
wake - And not to create even more paranoia in us than normal, but yes – they 
are all watching you. So, what kind of example are each of us setting? 
    Perhaps a question we also ought to be addressing which parallels that of 
‘setting an example,’ is the equally important question as to whose example we 
are following. Who do we emulate; who do admire; hence, who do we follow? 
    One dark night during World War II, two liberty ships slipped out of an Irish 
port, heading for Scotland. The crews of both ships were grateful for the darkness 
of the night and the starless, moonless conditions; it was their safety net - an 
added defense against the German U-boats. 
   The lead ship was to be responsible for the navigating and the second ship was 
to follow a by focusing on a single light on the stern of the lead ship. Fog drifted 
between the two ships from time to time and the visual sight was lost for a few 
moments on a couple of occasions.  
    One time, however, visual sight was lost for several minutes, until a light again 
appeared through the fog. Eventually, the captain of the following ship noticed 
that it felt as if they were going around in large circles. So taking a risk, the 
captain signaled the ship in front of them, asking what was going on. The reply 
from the ship whose light they were following was as embarrassing as it was 
frightening: “Why are you following us? We’re a Navy destroyer, setting out 
mines!” 
    Who or what we follow is of critical importance. And the most appropriate light 
of all to follow is the one laminating before us of our Lord Jesus Christ. We could 
choose no better light to follow. Of course, his way is narrow, but his way is also 
straight and true. 
    That is the message that Paul is conveying to the Philippians and hence to us. 
Christ is the example to follow. Paul holds up Jesus Christ as the paradigm for our 
behavior and our living. For it is the manner of our living, not our speech, which 
will have the most impact and influence on others. 
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    Albert Schweitzer, who did in fact follow the example of Christ as a missionary 
in a remote part of Africa, once commented that he ministered more by example 
than by any other way. “Example is not the main thing in life,” he was quoted as 
saying, “It is the only thing.” Schweitzer was also fond of quoting an ancient 
Chinese proverb: “Not the cry, but the flight of the wild duck, moves the flock to 
fly and follow.” 
    Thus we too have been called, not to simply share words, words and more 
words, but to act upon what we say we believe, giving evidence that the words 
are true by our example.  As one tune from the movie, “My Fair Lady,” puts it:  
“Words, words, words. I’m so sick of words.  Don’t talk of June… don’t talk of fall… 
Don’t talk at all!  Show me!”  
    God has shown us his “word made flesh” in Jesus Christ. And that word has 
dwelt among us, “full of grace and truth.” The Good News has come in visible, 
human form and acted…. The Example of all examples has been given. 
    Visibly spread before us this day is the Good News of our salvation. God has not 
just spoken, but has acted.  And now we are invited, not to speak words from our 
mouths, but to act by using our mouths to partake of the bread, and sip from the 
cup. 
    This is a gift not to be just vocalized, but a gift that is to be received, shared and 
lived.  Thus, the challenge before us as we leave this place is to “make our manner 
of life to be worthy of the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ,” teaching by example.   
Amen. 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 


