
 
  
  
 This morning we come face to face with the cross, not so much as it was on that 
Good Friday long ago, but rather what it is when it is set up in our sanctuaries, lifted high 
in the marketplace, taken up by followers in the public square, in the halls of power, and, 
even more centrally, how it takes root in our souls, forming us and our living into its 
shape. 
 
 In a time when so many things seem big and noisy, when self-promotion and 
status-seeking are all about, when we are so easily divided from one another and so often 
our ego doesn’t allow room for the other, the cross calls us back to ourselves, to the 
humble path. 
 

The late Presbyterian singer and songwriter David Bailey sang a song called “Head 
of Staff.” It was inspired by a time when, not long after the Presbyterian Church (USA) 
created that category for pastors who were part of multi-staff churches, David attended a 
presbytery meeting where the host pastor stood and identified himself as the “Head of 
Staff.” David noted that the church had no staff, save the pastor himself, not even a 
secretary.  
 
 David felt inspired:  
 
 Some folks, they got no ambition 
 They know the numbers, but they can’t do the math 
 Reckon that’s why I got this position 
 Look at me… I’m the Head of Staff 
 
 Well, I know my momma would be proud 
 Of this powerful title that I have 
 I’m not just some lowly reverend 
 No, no, no, no, no, no… I’m the Head of Staff 
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 David’s satire worked and works still because he could see the true problem with a 
pastor standing in that small sanctuary, a cross hanging over the chancel, and him so 
infatuated by a title. Why? Possibly because it provided affirmation. Or a sense of power. 
Like “C.E.O.,” or “President.” But when you stand in the presence of the cross, status is 
redefined. And that can become a stumbling block to those who thirst for power, a 
scandal to those committed to the world’s way of deciding who is in charge. David’s next 
verse hints at the scandal: 
 
 Last week the men’s breakfast had no coffee 
 And the choir, they don’t like their brand new gowns 
 Youth group wants to go to California 
 And the cross in the chapel, it’s falling down, down, down, down… 
 On the Head of Staff.1 
 
 Whenever Paul encountered a problem in the church, he rarely addressed it 
practically. Instead, he would place whatever issue presented itself into the larger context 
of the story of God among them in Christ.  
 
 Already, at the beginning of his letter to this congregation obsessed with power, 
consumed by infighting between Jesus-followers who believe they are the more 
important members of the community because of their particular gifts, Paul goes right to 
the center of the faith, the cross. 
 
 You and I this morning are surrounded by this sign – hanging above the chancel, 
outlined in stained glass, framed in light in every window, high above you on the wall as 
you leave, and when you step into the courtyard, molded in steel, in the center of 
everything, casting its shadow over all.  
 
 The cross is so common in this place it would be easy for us to miss its scandal. It 
is so much a part of the symbolism and shape of the Christian church that the church 
itself needs to be reminded frequently of the shameful and powerless death of the 
crucified Messiah upon it. It is Paul’s proclamation that the shocking event of the cross is 
the revelation “of the deepest character of God,” and turns our whole way of seeing the 
world upside down.  
 
 Jurgen Moltmann says that the “death of Jesus on the cross is the center of all 
Christian theology. When the crucified Jesus is called ‘the image of the invisible God,’ 
the meaning is that this is God and God is like this. God is not greater than God is in this 
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humiliation. God is not more glorious than God is in this self-surrender. God is not more 
powerful than God is in this helplessness. God is not more divine than God is in this 
humanity.”2  
 

God is in Christ. To drink in the truth of this event is to have one’s worldview 
formed into the shape of the cross. 

 
It strikes me that if we believe this about God, then our cross-shaped lives will 

display some measure of the humility that David Brooks so clearly describes in The Road 
to Character. He remembers the words of correspondent Ernie Pyle after the Allies won 
World War II. “We won the war because our men are brave and because of many other 
things – because of Russia, England, and China and the passage of time and the gift of 
nature’s materials. We did not win it because destiny created us better than all other 
people. I hope that in victory we are more grateful than proud.”3 
 
 While Brooks locates “the humble path” in the worldview of a previous time in 
American history, I believe its roots for Christians go much deeper in time, to the central 
event of the faith – the cross. It is in the crucifixion of Jesus on the cross we see a God 
who both mirrors and absorbs the worst that human ego and love of power can do, taking 
on the cross’s shame and humiliation, and in so doing opening out to us a different path, 
the humble path. 
 
 “Humility is freedom from the need to prove you are superior all the time, but 
egotism is a ravenous hunger in a small space – self-concerned, competitive, and 
distinction-hungry.”4  
 
 It is impossible to escape the reality of this world-view and its impact on us all. We 
breathe it in each day, absorb it through social media, and project it out into the world. 
Paul names the culture of his own time the wisdom of the wise. It is bankrupt, he 
declares, and the cross exposes it. God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom.  
 
 Paul lays out the heart of the Christian call to humility, and we are living in a time 
when the inability to heed that call, to reclaim the cross at the center, could threaten us 
all. Brooks quotes psychologist Daniel Kahneman, that we have “an almost unlimited 
ability to ignore our ignorance.” Brooks reflects on this, writing, “humility is accurate 
self-awareness from a distance. It is moving over the course of one’s life from the 
adolescent’s close-up view of yourself, in which you fill the whole canvas, to a landscape 
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in which you see, from a wider perspective, your strengths and weaknesses, your 
connections and dependencies, and the role you play in a larger story.”5 
 
 Paul paints for us the largest possible canvas, and calls us out of our ego so that we 
can see ourselves in this Christ who reveals that God is willing to be vulnerable, to suffer 
the grief of the death of the Son, to open to us a path of life that is truly life, a path that 
can heal our souls, can heal our world. This is our larger story.  
 
 At the Presbyterian Youth Triennium in 2004, we had the idea of creating stoles 
for each person to wear who spoke at the event – youth, adults, pastors, mission workers 
– anyone who spoke wore the stole.  
 
 After the first day of worship, a man came back to the green room where we were 
gathered. His face was red. “Why are you allowing non-ordained people to wear stoles? 
Don’t you know you have to be ordained to wear a stole?” As I tried to explain that he 
was not accurate in his premise, he became even more agitated and finally blurted out, 
“Why did I even go to seminary and get my degree if just anyone can wear a stole?” And 
he left.  
 
 I’ve been thinking about that pastor lately as I get closer to acquiring a Doctor of 
Ministry degree. So many of you are kind in asking where I am in the process, and I’m 
happy to report I’m actively planning the final project. Some of you have begun asking 
what I’d like to be called. It’s not going to be, as one of you recently suggested, knowing 
my status as a soon-to-be grandfather, “Dr. PeePaw.” I think “The Honorable Right 
Reverend Doctor Christopher A. Joiner, BA, MDiv, DMin, HOS (that’s Head of Staff, or 
HOS for short)” sounds about right. 
 
 The Doctor of Ministry comes with a new robe with bars on it, if you prefer, just so 
everyone can know how much you know, that you’re not just a lowly reverend anymore, 
but reverend doctor.  
 
 As you can probably tell, I’m a little ambivalent about the bells and whistles that 
go along with the degree. I remember a colleague who got his doctorate many years ago, 
and had arranged for all his business cards, the church sign, the bulletin stock, and all 
references to him changed to Doctor - the day after his graduation.  
 
 I don’t see myself doing that. You see, I’m proud of my humility. That’s a great 
line. I think I’ll tweet it out after the sermon. 
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 Alas, I cannot escape it. None of us can. It is in the air we breathe, this so-called 
wisdom of the world. It’s foolish to believe I or anyone else can truly escape it. 
 
 All I know to do when I find myself in that place, where the big me threatens to 
drive me off the humble path, is return to the story, to listen again as Paul paints the 
canvas large – “For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness 
is stronger than human strength.” 
 
 It is not easy, this humble path. We can only walk it by grace. 
 
 David Bailey notes it well in the last stanza of “Head of Staff”: 
 
 Some folks, they’ve got no ambition 
 Some folks, they get what they deserve 
 But the man on the cross said the first shall be last 
 And the greatest is the one who learns to serve… 
 I’m the Head of Staff, on a learning curve. 
 
 As are we all. Amen. 


