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GANDHI: 
LITTLE MAN – HUGE LIFE 

 
 
Years ago a man spoke to the graduating seniors of Princeton University. 
He said: I don’t know your ambition in life. 
 
Some of you may wish to accumulate wealth. 
 And very likely, many of you will become men of great means  
  before your life is over. 
 
Others of you may desire power. 
 In all probability, 
  some of you will come to possess great influence. 
 
Some of you may want fame. 
 No doubt there are a great number of you here today who will  
  in the course of your life make a great name for yourself. 
 
But somewhere along life’s way, 
 you will meet some little fellow who doesn’t care for any of those things. 
And in that moment you will see the vanity of your lives 
and you will feel exceedingly small. 
 
Mohandas Gandhi was a little man who made big men feel small, 
 and who made little men feel that they might become someone great. 
 
I’ll be up front about today’s talk. 
There’s no way I can do Gandhi justice. 
Not in 35 minutes. 
Not in 35 hours. 
 
To tell his story, 
 we would need to discuss colonialism, 
  British Imperialism, 
  what is known as the white man’s burden 
   and how that concept was used to justify the subjugation 
     of other races and nations, 
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  and the long and complex story of India, 
   including the cultural and religious history of its people. 
 
And that’s before we even begin to look at Gandhi himself, 
 who Time Magazine ranked as second on its list of the 100 most  
 important people of the 20th century 
 (if you’re curious, Einstein was listed first), 
or his accomplishment of gaining independence for the subcontinent of 
 India,  
without a doubt, 
 one of the greatest political accomplishments in world history, 
or his philosophy and practice of nonviolent resistance. 
 
Let me set the stage simply by saying, 
 that at its height the British Empire was the largest empire  
  the world has ever seen. 
In 1922 it held sway over a quarter of the world’s population and a  
 nearly a fourth of the world’s land mass. 
 
And British India became the empire's most valuable possession,  
  "the Jewel in the Crown";  
 a most important source of Britain's strength and  
  a primary reason for Britain’s continuing wealth. 
 
Let me show you a humorous scene from the movie 
 The Man who Would be King. 
The movie was based on a short story by Rudyard Kipling, 
 an English author who was born in India, 
 and who was a contemporary of Gandhi. 
 
The movie is about two English soldiers in India 
 who leave the service because there are no more wars to fight there 
 and they set out on an adventure 
to go north, 
 find and train a tribal people into a mighty army, and 
 to conquer the surrounding tribes and become kings. 
 
In this scene they are being introduced to the tribal leader who has never 
 seen white men before. 
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Clip: The Man who Would be King 
 
The reason the scene is humorous 
 is because that was in fact close to how the British thought, 
 if not consciously, 
then subconsciously. 
 
They were culturally and morally superior, 
 and that gave them the right and the responsibility 
 to subjugate and enlighten other, 
 lesser peoples. 
 
And you see that attitude of moral and cultural arrogance 
 displayed in serious ways over and over in the movie Gandhi. 
And part of the genius of Gandhi the man 
 was to understand that he was not primarily fighting  
  the military might of an Empire, 
 but the moral and spiritual darkness 
  that lives in the hearts of men. 
And the gift he gave the world 
 was the insight that if you fight evil men 
  using the tactics and the power and the rationale that they use, 
 in the end, 
  your heart will become as dark as theirs. 
But if you fight evil with the power of goodness, 
 you may not only win the battle, 
 but you may in the process 
even change the dark hearts of those who once opposed and oppressed you. 
 
Set up clip 
 
Clip: Provocative, not passive – change their minds, not kill them for 
  being like us 
 
We find in Gandhi the traits that we have seen in the other heroes we have 
 looked at throughout this series. 
 
Courage, conviction, determination, and sacrifice. 
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But we also find in Gandhi a combination of gentleness and shrewdness 
 that reminds us of the words Jesus spoke to his disciples. 
 
Matthew 10.16: Behold, I send you out as sheep in the midst of wolves.  
 Therefore be wise as serpents and harmless as doves. 
 
Gandhi combined a commitment to do no physical harm to his enemies 
 with the most astute insight as to the acts and the symbols that would  
  rally the world to his cause 
   and eventually so greatly shame the British   
    that they could no longer bear to continue their oppressive rule. 
 
I can’t do this life justice this morning. 
So I won’t try,  
 not really. 
 
But I can share a few lessons we can learn from Gandhi 
 and the first is this: 
 
1.  GREAT LIVES LIVE FOR A GREAT CAUSE. 
 
I believe in hard work. 
 
Do I ever brag on myself in Quest? 
No. 
That’s because I don’t have any great sports stories 
 where I’m the hero. 
And telling you that I played the oboe in High School really, really well, 
 no matter how I tell it, 
I just cannot find a way to make that sound 
 heroic – or even interesting. 
 
So, if you think I’m bragging on myself with these next couple of lines, 
 that’s not what’s going on. 
 
I graduated from Rice University magna cum laude 
 and was Phi Beta Kappa. 
The reason I did well was not because I was one of the smartest students  
 at Rice. 
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I was not. 
My SAT scores were very average compared to the other students. 
I was successful there 
 because I worked harder and studied longer than anybody I knew. 
 
Not being able to get a date 
 did give me more time to study than most of my friends, 
but that’s beside the point. 
 
I did well at school because I worked my rear end off. 
Just look the next time I walk by –  
 I got nothing back there. 
That’s because I lost it in the Rice Library in the 1970’s  
 and I never got it back. 
 
I believed in hard work then. 
I believe in hard work now. 
 
You can tease me about having a pencil neck. 
You can tease me about being a bad athlete. 
You can tease me about having funky hair. 
And I’ll think it’s funny. 
 
But if you even get close to hinting that I don’t work hard, 
 I’m not going to like it, 
 I’m not going to like you, 
and you can get some else to serve you communion in church 
 and do your funeral when you die. 
Because I won’t do it. 
 
Got it? 
I believe in hard work. 
 
But here’s something else I believe. 
 
True success does not come from working hard. 
True success comes from working hard 
 for something that matters. 
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Work hard for a foolish goal – and you will live a foolish life. 
Spend your energies on something unimportant, 
 and you will not make a great contribution with your life. 
But if you want to live a truly significant life, 
 you must labor for a truly significant goal. 
 
You hold in your hands a human life. 
It’s a great gift and a terrible responsibility. 
 
And there are two ways you can waste the gift 
 and fail the responsibility of a possessing a human life. 
 
(1) Live for what matters most but with little commitment or passion. 
(2) Devote yourself to something that’s ultimately insignificant. 
 
You have complete freedom to do with your life as you will. 
You can give that life to any cause you desire 
 and spend it on anything you want. 
 
You can devote it to making a name for yourself, 
 or making a fortune for yourself, 
 or traveling around the world 
 or pursuing some hobby you enjoy. 
 
But Gandhi is a hero not because he devoted his life to a cause, 
 but because he devoted his life to a cause that mattered. 
 
Obviously Gandhi was intelligent. 
Without a doubt he had a strong will. 
He would have been successful in just about any cause he pursued. 
 
But what made him a hero 
 is that he expended his energies and his will on a cause that was truly  
 important. 
 
Clip: speech – poor 
 
Call it justice or compassion. 
Call it dignity or hope. 
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But Gandhi came to believe what the Bible teaches and  
 what we have already talked about in a different way. 
 
People matter. 
People matter to God. 
And in particular God seems to have a heart for  
 those who are the least and the last and the looked over. 
 
And when we care about and serve people 
 we are doing the work of God. 
 
I wonder if you have ever heard of Edmond Locard. 
He was a pioneer in the field of forensic science. 
In fact, Locard was the director of the world’s first crime laboratory 
 in Lyon. 
He is referred to as the Sherlock Holmes of France, 
 only he wasn’t a fictional character. 
 
He is most famous for what is known as the Locard exchange principle. 
 
Locard believed that if, for example, 
 you walk across a room, you will make an exchange of sorts. 
You will pick up something, and  
 you will leave something. 
 
A hair, a fiber, a footprint, a fingerprint, a scratch on the wall – 
 it may be minute, 
but leave that room and you will take something with you, 
 and you will leave something of yourself behind. 
 
That’s true when we pass through a room, 
 and it’s true as we pass through life. 
 
As you and I pass through this world, 
 we are constantly making exchanges. 
 
We are exchanging our time and our strength and our emotional energy and  
 our money for something. 
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With every step,  
 every decision, 
 every action, 
you are exchanging your life: 
 you’re giving up some part of yourself 
so you can gain something you don’t have. 
 
And when your life is over, 
 then it’s decided if were you wise in the ways you exchanged your life. 
And the way to lose at life is to exchange your time and your energy  
 and your strength and your money  
for a purpose that’s either unworthy of you  
 or simply too small to create a big life. 
 
If you choose the wrong goal, 
 it doesn’t matter how hard you work, 
  or how committed you are to it, 
  it’s still the wrong goal, 
and it won’t cause you to win at life. 
 
But what we devote our lives to 
 will to a great degree determine whether or not we have lived well. 
 
So, question: What are you living for? 
What are you exchanging your life for? 
 
I know we all have jobs. 
And I know that many of you have to work long, hard hours. 
I know that most of us have families 
 and loving our families is important. 
I’m not discounting any of that. 
 
And I don’t expect that any of us 
 are going to forsake all of our worldly possessions 
and do nothing but serve others. 
 
But, heroes find a way. 
Heroes find a way to care about people they don’t have to care about. 
Heroes find a cause to commit themselves to that makes life better for  
 others. 
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Heroes find a purpose to live for that is worthy of the life  
 that God gave them. 
 
Not every hero liberates a nation or changes the course of world history. 
Gandhis are few and far between. 
 
But every hero lives for something that matters 
 and that makes the world better for somebody. 
 
 
Find something, 
 if you haven’t already. 
Do something, 
 if you’re not already. 
Commit to something 
 if you haven’t already, 
something where you can exchange your life and invest your life repeatedly 
 in doing God’s work in the world. 
 
Review your life and where you spend your discretionary time, 
 and ask yourself: 
When my life is over is this what I will want people to remember about me? 
Is this the contribution I want to have made with my life? 
Or do I want to leave behind something more, 
 something that mattered more and made more of a difference? 
 
You’re going to exchange your life for something. 
Why not exchange it for something great? 
 
2. OPTIMISM IS ESSENTIAL. 
 
By “optimism,” I don’t mean denying how difficult the battle 
 or how long the odds. 
I don’t mean a flippant attitude that everything will turn out for the best 
 or that we don’t need to worry about today because the sun will come out  
 tomorrow. 
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I mean the belief, 
 the down in your gut belief, 
 that no matter how dark the night or how dire the battle, 
good will win, 
 because God is on the side of good. 
 
Clip: hopeful; tyrants fall. 
 
Mohandas Gandhi: When I despair, I remember that all through history the  
 way of truth and love has always won. There have been tyrants and  
 murderers and for a time they seem invincible, but in the end, they always  
 fall — think of it, always. 
 
A man who learned much from Gandhi  
 was Martin Luther King, Jr. 
He said that Jesus gave him his goals 
 and Gandhi gave him his strategy. 
 
He once made this statement:  
 
Martin Luther King, Jr.: Our dreams will sometimes be shattered and our 
 ethereal hopes blasted. We may again with tear-drenched eyes have to 
 stand before the bier of some courageous civil rights worker whose life 
 will be snuffed out by the dastardly acts of bloodthirsty mobs. ... When 
 our days become dreary with low-hovering clouds of despair, and when 
 our nights become darker than a thousand midnights, let us remember that 
 there is a creative force in this universe, working to pull down the gigantic 
 mountains of evil, a power that is able to make a way out of no way and 
 transform dark yesterdays into bright tomorrows. Let us realize the arc of 
 the moral universe is long but it bends toward justice. 
 
Gandhi and King were not naïve optimists. 
They encountered evil and brutality in ways that few, perhaps none, 
 of us ever will. 
They knew what they were facing 
 and they knew how powerful and entrenched the forces of evil could be. 
 
But each in his own way, 
 believed that right would win. 
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So the battle was worth fighting, 
 whether they saw the final victory or not. 
 
And because they believed that righteousness would win, 
 they did not have to use the tactics and the means of the unrighteous. 
They did not have to demonize their enemies, 
 and they did not have to hate their opponents. 
In others words, they did not have to give into the dark side, 
 to fight and overcome the dark side. 
Believing in and living by the teachings of the Bible, 
 even more than most Christians, 
Gandhi believed what we read in 
 
Romans 12.21: Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 
 
The idea that you could overcome evil with good, 
 that you could overcome evil 
 through nonviolent resistance –  
it was ridiculous. 
It was laughable. 
 
Clip: Must leave – thought they were going to do something. 
 
The idea of nonviolent resistance was so unheard of  
 that when Gandhi articulated it to the British, 
 it sounded like nothing. 
Nothing would happen, 
 and there was nothing to fear. 
 
And it does sound like a foolish and naïve strategy. 
Only it overcame the British Empire. 
It forced the greatest empire the world has ever seen 
 to walk away from its prized possession, 
 the jewel in its crown. 
 
Gandhi in describing the battles he fought using this method said: 
 
Mohandas Gandhi: First they ignore you, then they laugh at you, then they 
 fight you, then you win.  
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Gandhi and Dr. King, 
 realized that the fight for justice is a spiritual battle. 
And that you cannot fight for righteousness 
 with the methods that are unrighteous, 
without becoming unrighteous yourself, 
 and thereby losing the battle.  
 
But they did believe that it was possible 
 to resist evil in such a way that if not all, 
  then many of those who opposed them, 
 would see their errors, 
  become ashamed of their actions, 
 and have a change of heart and mind. 
 
One of the attributes of Dr. King that I have always admired 
 is that the dream he articulated in front of the Lincoln Memorial in 1963 
 was not a dream merely for people of color, 
that they would gain their civil rights 
 and be treated with the dignity that all persons deserve. 
 
It was more than that. 
It was also a dream that prejudiced people didn’t have to be prejudiced; 
 it was a dream that racist hearts could be transformed; 
 it was a dream that white people could overcome bigoted beliefs  
  that had been handed down for generations, 
and it was a dream that those who had been oppressed and mistreated 
 did not have to hate or give into anger and violence. 
 
It was a dream that people, 
 all people black and white, 
could be better than they were. 
 
It was the most optimistic of dreams, 
 and even though it might take a terribly long time, 
 and it might require great suffering, 
  even loss of life, 
it was a dream that would come true 
 because it is a dream that comes from the heart of God. 
 
Optimism is essential. 
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The faith that we are not in the battle alone, 
 that God is working for righteousness, 
and that ultimately righteousness will be victorious 
 because God will be victorious, 
that is essential to get through the dark nights of despair 
 and keep fighting until the battle is won. 
 
3. WHAT YOU DO IS MORE IMPORTANT THAN WHAT YOU 
 SAY. 
 
A journalist once asked Gandhi: What is your message to the world? 
 
I read his answer when we were in India. 
 It was on a wall in a museum on the grounds where he was assassinated. 
 
When I read it, I couldn’t move. 
I was transfixed. 
 
Gandhi responded: 
 
Mohandas Gandhi: My life is my message. 
 
On anyone else’s lips, those words would sound arrogant. 
But coming from this humble man, 
 they were inspiring and compelling. 
They had the ring of authenticity, 
 and they had the power literally to stop me in my tracks. 
 
What made it possible for Gandhi to tell his followers not to give blows, 
 but to take them; 
and they did it. 
 
What made it possible for him to cause others to believe that they would 
 change the world by suffering instead of by causing their oppressors to    
  suffer? 
 
What made it possible for a little man who had  
 no title, 
 no army, 
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 no worldly power to enforce his will, 
what made it possible for him to command a nation to stop its activities 
 and for those who had been wronged to cease their vengeance  
 and for his followers to overcome their human nature 
  and be kind to their enemies? 
 
What made that possible was the moral authority of his life. 
 
He practiced what he preached. 
He suffered for what he believed in.  
He never cowered or ran. 
He was at the same time the epitome of humility 
 and the epitome of strength. 
 
 
His followers knew he could be trusted to represent them 
 because they knew 
  here was a man who was willing to lose everything  
   but his commitment to bring justice and dignity to the poor and the  
   oppressed.  
They knew that to make the world better 
 and to make them better, 
he would even give his life. 
 
clip – if I die 
 
You may have heard the statement: You can be sure that when all has been  
 said and done, more will have been said than done. 
 
But not so with Gandhi. 
 
He said wonderful things. 
But he also did what he said. 
 
There is power when a man’s life lines up with his words. 
When his message is great, 
 and when his life is an example and an embodiment of that greatness, 
there is power in that man’s life; 
 it is the power of authenticity. 
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This quote should break your heart. 
 
Mohandas Gandhi: I like your Christ; I do not like your Christians. Your  
 Christians are so unlike your Christ. 
 
Men, Gandhi’s life was his message. 
 
And so is yours. 
Your life is your message. 
 
What you say you believe, 
 what you tell others about Christ, 
they may be all the right things. 
 
But how we live, 
 that’s our message. 
 
How we live out what we believe, 
 speaks much louder than the words that come from our mouths. 
 
That is our message. 
 
And how we live reflects on our Christ. 
 
It doesn’t work anymore, 
 not in this culture, 
to tell people, “Here’s the truth,” 
 because people don’t believe that what’s true for you has to be true for  
 them. 
It doesn’t work anymore to tell people: our way is the right way, 
 because people see thousands of advertisements every year, 
 and they don’t believe any of them, 
and they’re tired and distrustful of being sold, 
 whether it’s soap or cars or religion. 
 
And it sure doesn’t help when politicians use their faith to get votes 
 or when the loudest Christian voices in the culture are the most 
  strident and the most judgmental 
 or when the “best Christian” in the office 
  is the biggest hypocrite. 
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What works is authenticity. 
What works is when a man’s beliefs and a man’s words and a man’s life 
 are one and the same. 
And what has always had the power to change the lives and the hearts of  
 others is when our beliefs and our words and our lives look like Jesus. 
 
We don’t need any more successful businessmen 
 who go to church on Sunday  
  and live like hell on Monday. 
We already have enough middle-class suburban Christians 
 who love making money more than they love the poor. 
We have plenty of folks who love hating the sin  
 and who hate having to love the sinner. 
 
What we need 
 and what the world is crying out for are men 
  who look like Jesus and  
   live like Jesus and 
   love like Jesus and 
   serve like Jesus. 
 
Why was Gandhi’s message so powerful? 
Because his life was his message 
 and his life was a life of humility and service and sacrifice. 
In other words, his life was so much like the life of Jesus. 
 
Our culture has seen it all. 
Slick advertising, 
 spectacular events, 
 air-tight arguments, 
 passionate speeches. 
 
And when the church thinks that’s how we’ll reach people, 
 the response is one great big yawn. 
 
But I am convinced that what transformed the world 2000 years ago 
 will change the world today. 
When God wanted to change the world, 
 he sent a Man, 
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 his Son. 
And this man, Jesus, 
 he loved, 
 and he served, 
 and he sacrificed, 
 and he laid down his life. 
 
And 2000 years ago, 
 that looked real and right. 
And people trusted him 
 and followed him. 
 
And that kind of witness, 
 those kinds of lives, 
 still look real and authentic. 
And what advertising and events and speeches and arguments and sermons 
 can’t do, 
lives that look like Jesus will do. 
And that is bring people to faith in Christ  
 and transform their hearts. 
 
Why was Gandhi so impactful? 
Because time after time, 
 even when it was difficult and when it meant paying a price, 
he chose what Jesus would have chosen. 
And the way of Jesus 
 is powerful and transforming. 
 
Can we love our enemies 
 and forgive those who injure us? 
Can we differ with others 
 and unlike the strident tones and personal attacks we hear on the radio and  
  the TV, 
 treat each other with respect and grace? 
Can we overcome the temptation to drive home to our nice houses each  
 night and thank God for our blessings, 
 and at the same time forget the poor and the needy? 
 
What we do is more important than what we say. 
Because our life is our message, 
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 much more than our words.  
 
 


