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 The renowned theologian of the last century, Richard Niebuhr, treated aspiring 

pastors to an invaluable gift with his book The Purpose of the Church and It’s Ministry, a 

staple of every seminary library.  In that volume Niebuhr explores what I propose is any 

Christian’s singular purpose in life, namely: 

 To increase among all people the love of God and the love of neighbor. 

 Consider your typical day at work, and ask yourself:  In that context, am I 

increasing among all people the love of God and the love of neighbor? 

 Consider your opportunities and responsibilities as a contributing member of a 

free society, and ask yourself:  In that context, am I increasing among all people the love 

of God and the love of neighbor?  

 Consider your personal friendships and intimate family relations, and ask 

yourself:  In that context, am I increasing among all people the love of God and the love 

of neighbor? 

 Notice:  To increase among all people the love of God and the love of neighbor 

assumes a spiritual bond among self, other, and God. 

 Richard Niebuhr’s theological ancestor, a certain Paul from Tarsus, following a 

dramatic, life-changing experience, matriculated from a Judeo-Christian school of 

discipleship and began immediately to publish.  This Paul of Tarsus was exposed to the 



teachings of one Headmaster Emeritus who exhibited in the way He lived the very Truth 

in the lessons He taught. 

 In three profound paragraphs written to friends in Corinth, Paul captured that 

Truth in words that have endured through the ages: 

 *You or I can BE a lot of things, but if we don’t exhibit the Spirit of Love, we are 

not anything at all, really.  In other words, love is essential. 

 *You or I can SAY a lot of things, but if we don’t back them up by behaving in 

the Spirit of Love, we are not fooling anybody, really.  In other words, love is ethical. 

 *You or I can DO a lot of things, but if we do not accomplish them in the Spirit of 

Love, those things are not going to last, really.  In other words, love is eternal. 

 Life’s singular purpose is to increase among all people the love of God, and the 

love of neighbor.  Such love is essential.  Such love is ethical.  Such love is eternal.  

And notice:  Such love assumes a spiritual bond among self, other, and God. 

 Are you familiar with the research of behavioral scientist Edgar Dale and others 

on what’s labeled the “Learning Retention Rate”?  The research studies the relationship 

between “teaching methods” and “knowledge retention”, and the results are sobering: 

 Knowledge retention is greatest, an average of 90%, when the teaching method is 

teaching others. 

 Knowledge retention is reasonably successful, an average of 75%, when the 

teaching method is practice by doing. 

 Knowledge retention is moderately successful, an average of 50%, when the 

teaching method is discussion group.  



 But knowledge retention is dramatically reduced, to an average of just 20%, when 

the teaching method is audio visual or video.  

 And most telling for the traditional Church, knowledge retention is least 

successful, an average of only 5%, when the teaching method is lecture. 

 This medium on which we routinely rely, between pulpit and pew…the medium  

which has for centuries characterized Sunday sanctuaries…is the teaching method least 

likely to result in the retention of the subject matter by the learners! 

 If practice by doing is more likely than lecture to result in your mastery of how 

to increase among all people the love of God and the love of neighbor, then let me 

encourage you with the example of Rhoda Armchuelo, a Filipino pastor in the hills 

outside of Manila.  She moved there with her young son after her husband was 

“disappeared” by radical militants in the countryside.  She led 25 families in the fight to 

keep their shacks and small plots of land from being appropriated by big companies in 

cahoots with corrupt government officials.   Rhoda’s quiet but fierce dignity confronted 

overwhelming odds, but she would have said that she was only trying to increase among 

all people the love of God and the love of neighbor.  

  If teaching others is more likely than lecture to result in your mastery of how to 

increase among all people the love of God and the love of neighbor, then let me 

encourage you with the example of Gordon Cosby, the most revered pastor America 

never knew, the 16-year old volunteer white preacher of a black Virginia congregation, 

the World War II chaplain saving soldiers at Normandy, the founder of the Church of the 

Savior and inspiration for forty missions in Washington, DC, about whom it was said 

when he died last spring at the age of 95:  “You knew he loved like Christ, and he made 



you want to love like Christ, too.”  Gordon’s humble faith influenced thousands, but he 

would have said that he was only trying to increase among all people the love of God and 

the love of neighbor.  

 As beneficiaries of the legacy of the likes of Rhoda and Gordon, we are not absent 

opportunities to increase among all people the love of God and the love of neighbor: 

 *Alabama sororities adhere to discriminatory pledge policies 

 *Bibles defaced with racial slurs mysteriously appear at the homes of minorities 

near my Ohio hometown. 

 *Ignorant bias abounds on twitter after the selection of Miss America Nina 

Davuluri, an Indian Hindu born and raised in America.  

  Life’s singular purpose is to increase among all people the love of God, and the 

love of neighbor.  Such love is essential.  Such love is ethical.  Such love is eternal.  

And notice:  Such love assumes a spiritual bond among self, other, and God. 

 But…this medium on which we routinely rely, between pulpit and pew…the 

medium which has for centuries characterized Sunday sanctuaries…is the teaching 

method least likely to result in the retention of the subject matter by the learners! 

 Knowledge retention is greatest when the teaching method is teaching others, or 

practice by doing!   

 So in the tradition of the Palisades Community Church, so obviously proven over 

90 years, you are invited to go out there to increase among all people the love of God and 

the love of neighbor… 

 Teaching others…and practicing…by doing. 


