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If you’ve ever played a sport that involves hitting a ball, you know what it means to find your sweet spot.  The sweet spot is that spot on the bat or the club or the racquet which gives you the most power and control over the ball.  When a baseball player swings the bat and misses his sweet spot by an inch or two, he might hit the ball well, but more often than not he simply makes an out.  But when he hits the ball with the sweet spot, more often than not that ball will end up in the stands. And the thing about the sweet spot is how great it feels when you find it.  It just feels right.
I haven’t played much baseball in some time, but every couple of years I’ll still pick up a tennis racquet and head out to the courts to try my hand.  Tennis looks so easy, especially compared to baseball or golf.  With golf you’ve got this tiny ball you’re trying to hit with a skinny little club.  But with tennis you’ve got what seems like this huge racquet and a relatively small ball – how could anyone possibly miss the ball when you’re playing tennis?  But every time I go out to play I am reminded that tennis is not as easy as Roger Federer and Rafael Nadal make it look.  It’s not that I miss the ball entirely; it’s that I have such a hard time hitting the ball in the racquet’s sweet spot.  When I miss the sweet spot, the ball will go into the net or it will pop up into the air or it will go long or wide.  But every once in awhile I will accidentally find the sweet spot, and to my surprise and to the surprise of my opponent, the ball will go exactly where I want it to go.
So wouldn’t it be fun to live your life in your sweet spot?  We said last week that God has shaped each one of us to serve, that he has shaped us to make a significant difference in our world.  The word “SHAPE” is an acronym, we said: “S” stands for the spiritual gifts God gives us when we become followers of Jesus; “H” stands for our heart, for whatever it is that we are naturally passionate about.  “A” stands for our abilities, for those things we are naturally good at.  “P” stands for our personality, for the unique way God has wired us up.  And “E” stands for our experiences, both the positive and the negative experiences we’ve had that make us who we are.  
So God has given you your own unique shape, your own unique combination of gifts and interests and abilities and experiences.  And he’s given you your shape for a purpose – he has shaped you to serve.  We’ve talked about that concept a fair bit in recent months and years; if you’ve been around Cornerstone for awhile, that’s old news.  But this morning we want to take the next step.  We want to learn how to improve our serve by discovering our sweet spot.  We want to spend a few minutes this morning talking about how to find your particular niche, that sweet spot where you serve with the most joy and with the greatest effectiveness.

Let me give you a quote that I’d like to use as our guiding thought this morning as we talk about how to find our sweet spot.  In his book “Wishful Thinking: A Seeker’s ABC,” author Frederick Buechner said this: “The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”  God has called each of us to a life of service.  But he doesn’t call us to serve because he wants to make our lives miserable.  God doesn’t say, “Find a job you really hate, and then do that.”  God has shaped you so that there are certain ways you serve that bring you deep gladness.  And to find your sweet spot is to find that place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.
So how do we do that?  Some people find it helpful to take personality tests that help them understand themselves better.  Some people find it helpful to take spiritual gift assessments that help them think through what their spiritual gifts might be.  I’ve done both of those things over the years, and they’ve been helpful to me to one degree or another.  But I don’t think you want me to give each of you some sort of test to fill out this morning, so let’s come at it from a different angle.  Let me suggest four questions we need to ask ourselves that I think will help us identify our sweet spot.  And let me just give you a heads up that these aren’t necessarily questions you can fully answer this morning.  You’re likely going to have to answer these questions over a period of time.  But I do think that when you are able to answer these four questions, you will have found that place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.

Have I Given It A Try?
Now all four of these questions are very basic.  They aren’t going to sound real spiritual, and they aren’t going to sound particularly deep.  But I have found them to be very effective in helping me find my sweet spot.  And no, my sweet spot is not in my recliner with my remote watching football while I drink a Diet Pepsi and eat M&Ms – that’s a relaxing spot, but that’s not where my deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.  At any rate, here’s the first question – Have I given it a try?
In our 30 years of marriage my wife has on many occasions attempted to get me to try eating different foods.  She will say, for example, “Try putting some guacamole on your taco salad.”  And I will say, “I don’t like guacamole.”  The first few times she tried to get me to eat something, that answer worked – I would just tell her I didn’t like it, and she would leave me be.  But after awhile she got a little smarter and she asked a follow-up question: “How do you know you don’t like guacamole?”  And I would say, “Well just look at it – it’s green and gooey and yucky looking!” And then came the question I didn’t want to answer: “Have you ever tried it?”  And of course I hadn’t tried it.  Why try something I knew I wouldn’t like, something that would most likely make me sick?  And sometimes I would stick to my guns and refuse to even try.  Sushi, for example – I’m just not going to try it.  For one thing, I’ve known other people whose opinion I respect who don’t like sushi.  For another thing, it just doesn’t look like something a person should eat.  But I did try guacamole, and what do you know – I liked it.  

Have you ever been pretty sure you weren’t going to like something but been talked into giving it a try and found out you actually liked it?  We’ve all had that experience, haven’t we?  Most of us are not early adopters; most of us are hesitant to try something we’ve never tried before.  So when someone asks us, “Hey, would you be interested in teaching the 4s and 5s in our Kingdom Kids ministry?” our first response is to run.  I mean, we’ve seen 4 and 5 year olds before, and they can be pretty scary.  They’re noses run and they can scream real loud and they don’t always do what you ask them to do right when you want them to do it.  But here’s my question: “Have you tried it?”  Have you ever tried just sitting in on the class for a couple of weeks?  Have you tried being a helper?  Have you tried teaching them a short Bible lesson?  Because the truth is that you’re not going to know for sure if something is your sweet spot or not until you give it a try.
Now if you’ve given children’s ministry a try and discovered it’s not for you – great.  I can relate.  The hardest job I ever had as a pastor was to teach Sunday School to a group of ten fourth grade boys.  I did it for nine months, and the class went fairly well, but I was very sure when I was done that teaching 4th graders is not my sweet spot.

But there are other things I do that I just love to do, and I wouldn’t have known that if I hadn’t given them a try.  Now I’m not going to give you a long list of things to try this morning, but let me suggest one thing I would like for many of you to consider trying, and that’s going on a short term missions trip.  A couple of years ago ten or so of our women took a trip to Haiti to do some painting and cleaning in a school building our affiliation of churches has helped to build.  It was a very hard trip and I know it stretched them in a lot of ways.  But what a great way to discover if your deep gladness meets the world’s deep need.  There are some extremely needy places and people in the world, and you will never know if your sweet spot involves meeting some of those needs unless you spread your wings a bit and try using your gifts to meet those needs.  Now it might well be that you’ll take that kind of a trip and discover that it’s not meant for you.  You might not be a traveler, at least not that kind of traveling.  But a couple important things will still happen.  First, your heart will get bigger when you expose yourself to people in need.  It’s one thing to read about the needs of the world.  It’s one thing to see hurting people on TV.  It’s quite another to see the need with your own eyes and ears, and to get the smell of human need in your own nostrils.  And second, when you take a trip like that and give it a try, even if it’s not your sweet spot, you will at least have narrowed your search.  You will have a much better idea of how God has wired you up.  Very few of us find our sweet spot on our first try, just like very few batters hit a home run on their first swing. 
So here’s the first question – have I given it a try?  Is leading a small group in your sweet spot?  Is working with our junior high group in your sweet spot?  Is volunteering at the Community Pregnancy Center or some other community ministry in your sweet spot?  You probably won’t know until you give it a try.  And by the way, you need to give it a real try.  You can’t just stick a smidgen of guacamole on your tongue one time and call that a try.  You’ve got to dive in and try it a couple of times.  Don’t give up on the 4s and 5s the first time someone spills some juice on your lap.  Give them a chance; give yourself a chance to find your sweet spot.  Have you given it a try?
Do I Like What I’m Doing?

Here’s the second question to ask ourselves – Do I like what I’m doing?  Here’s the quote we’re using as our guide this morning: “The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”   Notice that it’s not the place where your deep sadness and the world’s deep hunger meet – it’s where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.  
Serving shouldn’t be a painful, miserable experience.  When you’re serving in your sweet spot, you will find it to be deeply satisfying.  Now don’t get me wrong.  That doesn’t mean that serving in your sweet spot is easy.  It’s still hard.  For some time Terri Best has donated her time most Friday mornings to keeping our landscaping looking cared for, and in recent months Joe Harrell has joined Terri.  Serving our church in that way is their sweet spot.  But please don’t think that the work they do is easy.  Trimming trees and trimming the bushes and the ivy and fixing sprinklers and all the rest that is involved is hard work, work they often do in the hot sun.  They get very dirty and sweaty and tired doing what they do.  But while what they do to serve us in the name of Jesus isn’t easy, if you ask them they will tell you that they like it.  

Dave Updegraff has led our drama ministry for many years now.  Dave loves drama, and he’s very gifted at drama.  That doesn’t mean it isn’t hard.  Dave spends many hours searching for the right drama, recruiting people to act, locating props, memorizing lines, rehearsing and all the other things that are involved.  He does all that after he’s already worked a full day at his job.  But while what Dave and the others do to serve us in the name of Jesus isn’t easy, if you ask them they will tell you that they like it.
Now in the interests of full disclosure, let’s admit this – there are sometimes when we need to serve in areas that we don’t like.  There are sometimes when we need to serve in areas that really aren’t the best use of our time.  Do you remember when Jesus put on a towel, got down on his knees and washed the feet of his disciples?  He did that on the night before he was crucified.  You could argue that washing his disciples’ feet wasn’t the best use of his time.  He could have been out on one last healing mission or one last teaching mission – those were the things only he could do, things he did well.  Any of the disciples could have done the foot-washing thing.  But on that night someone needed to do that job, and Jesus chose to serve.

You have jobs like that around your house, don’t you?  My guess is that no one in your family has the spiritual gift of cleaning toilets.  My guess is that cleaning toilets isn’t in anyone’s sweet spot.  But here’s something Brenda has taught me about cleaning toilets – they’re not going to clean themselves!  That came as something of a revelation to me, but after years of experimenting, I’ve concluded that she’s right.  So in our house, we all learned to clean toilets, even though none of us would tell you we like it.   
Here’s one thing you might do in your quest to find your sweet spot – make a list of the things you like to do.  Hopefully that’s a long list; hopefully at this point in your life you know what things bring you joy and fulfillment in life.  Then ask yourself, as you look at that list, “Are there any things I enjoy doing that I can do to serve people?  Can I use any of the things I love to do to make a contribution to our world?”  And I would venture to say that if you gave it just a little bit of thought, you would find that there are a number of things you love to do that could benefit people in our church and people in our community.
Let me give you one possibility.  When we took our youngest daughter Kelsey to college we met the leaders of the college ministries of some nearby churches at a ministry fair.  They were each giving us the pitch on why Kelsey should try their church, and one of the pastors told us about something he does that was clearly in his sweet spot.  He loves to cook, he said.  I told him that was quite a coincidence, because I like to eat what other people cook.  But here’s what he does – one Friday night every month he invites all the college kids over to his place not simply to cook them a meal but to teach them how to cook a meal they’ve never cooked before.  Would you not agree that there’s a need there?  When I was in college, all I knew how to cook were scrambled eggs and macaroni and cheese out of a box.  Thirty five years later, I can still cook macaroni and cheese, but I’ve forgotten how to make scrambled eggs.  But I thought this pastor had a great idea.  Cooking is part of his deep gladness.  Learning to cook is an area of deep need for a college kid.  So why not feed college kids a meal, teach them how to cook, and then talk about what it means to follow Jesus when dinner is over.
So the first question is, “Have I given it a try?”  The second question is, “Do I like what I’m doing?”
Do Others Think This Fits Me?
And the third question to ask in our quest to find our sweet spot is this: “Do others think this fits me?”  If you were to take one of those written spiritual gifts assessments, after you have answered a bunch of questions about what you think you’re good at and what you like to do, you will then be told to ask the people who know you well to give their assessment of what you’re good at.  Because the fact is if we’re really gifted at something, if that area of service is really in our sweet spot, other people will see it as well.  We usually have 8 to 10 different small groups going on in our church at any given time.  I can’t get around to all those groups to see what’s going on in them.  So from time to time I will ask people in the group how it’s going, what do they like, what are they learning, do they have any suggestions to make it better?  And what I usually hear from people is something like this: “Our leader does a really good job of getting everyone involved” or “Our leader is a terrific teacher” or “Our leader really cares about our group.”  And that tells me what I need to know.  It tells me that leading a small group is a good fit for that person, that the leader of that group is in his or her sweet spot.  
Proverbs 15:22 says this: “Plans fail for lack of counsel, but with many advisers they succeed.”  It is a wise thing to get input from people who know you when you’re trying to discover your sweet spot.  If you have an idea of some ministry you’d like to try, ask some of your friends, “What do you think?  Do you think I would be good at this?  Do you think this fits me?”  I mean, that’s what you do when you’re choosing a career, right?  When my son was much younger we would talk from time to time about what he might want to be when he grew up.  For awhile he was thinking of being a professional hockey player, because he really liked to watch the Sharks.  So one day he asked me what I thought and I said, “You know Ryan, I’m pretty sure that to be a hockey player you have to know how to skate … and you don’t.”  Now I wasn’t trying to squash his dreams, but I was giving him a reality check.  And if you’re wise, you will seek that kind of a reality check out from your friends and from people who are knowledgeable about the area you’re interested in.
Am I Making A Difference?
And here’s the fourth question, one which may be the most important question to ask in seeking our sweet spot: “Am I making a difference?”  Let’s remember our theme quote for the morning: “The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”  The first part of finding your sweet spot is to identify what it is you’re gifted at and what it is you enjoy.  You want to be serving in the area of your deep gladness.  But there’s a second half to the equation and it’s this – you want your service to meet the world’s deep hunger.  
In other words, you want to ask this – is what I’m doing meeting a need?  Am I helping someone?  Am I being effective in my area of service?
In August our family took a tour of the Colorado Springs headquarters of Compassion International.  Our guide gave us some of the background of Compassion’s origins.  A Baptist evangelist by the name of Everett Swanson traveled from the US to South Korea to preach the gospel to the troops in the Republic of South Korea in 1952.  While he was there he noticed something odd going on during the time when garbage was being collected from the streets.  He noticed that the garbage collectors didn’t just scoop up all the garbage, but instead would poke at the garbage first.  After they poked the garbage, they would sometimes go ahead and collect it, and sometimes they would just walk away from it.  For weeks this went on, until Swanson finally decided to take a closer look at what was going on.  It turned out that the garbage collectors were poking the garbage to see if there were any children who had pulled garbage over them to keep themselves warm.  If a child moved when he or she was poked, the workers would move on and leave the kids be.  
So Swanson began to follow the workers around, and to take a closer look under the garbage piles they left behind.  And sure enough he found young Korean kids, orphaned by the Korean War, who had no parents, no home, no source of food other than what they found in the garbage.  At that time there were no organizations dedicated to the plight of children.  Today we have World Vision, Food for the Hungry, Compassion and others, but those organizations weren’t around then, at least not in Korea.  So Swanson decided to start one.  He and his wife personally took in 30 Korean orphans and began to care for them.  He wrote to his friends in the States about the need.  He came back to the States and traveled from church to church showing pictures of the orphans who lived in garbage dumps, and he asked people to help him help these kids.  

So was Everett Swanson effective?  All 30 orphans he took into his home survived – 20 of the 30 ended up becoming pastors themselves.  And Compassion International was born.  Today Compassion cares for 1.2 million children in 26 countries.  We had the chance to see a host of employees and volunteers at Compassion’s headquarters who were serving in their sweet spot, the place where their deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.
When you are serving in your sweet spot, you will have great fun in what you do, and you will see the difference you make.  Oh, you won’t always see it right away.  When you’re working with people, change often takes a long time.  But you will see the difference.  The people you care for in your recovery group will experience recovery and healing.  The people you pray for will be different because you prayed.  The high school kids you love and teach and hang with will develop different values and dream healthier dreams because of you.  When you’re serving in your sweet spot, the impact you make will be undeniable.
“The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”  If you haven’t found that place yet, keep looking.  There is such a place God has designed just for you, and when you find it, our world will never be the same.
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