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A sermon by Rev. Greg Rapier
Acts 2:1-21

Listen for God’s Word:
“In the last days, God says, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters 

will prophesy. Your young will see visions. Your elders will dream dreams. Even upon my 
servants, men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days, and they will prophesy.”

Acts 2:17, 18

When You Feel Inadequate

the Reverend 
Jan Ammon 
p r e a c h e s 
maybe f ive 

times a year. She’s an incredibly 
talented worship leader, a 
seasoned pastor from The Fifth 
Avenue Presbyterian Church in 
New York City. So talented that 
Princeton Theological Seminary 
hired her to organize the chapel 
services that run every day during 
the school year. A large portion 
of her job is partnering with the 
school president, professors, and 
students to develop liturgy and 
prayers to make each service feel 
unique. But, she doesn’t preach 
all that often. Five times a year, 
maybe.

 Every year she preaches 
on the same topic: Imposter 
Syndrome. So, twenty percent of 
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her sermons or more are about 
Imposter Syndrome. If you are 
fortunate enough to be sitting 
in the pews of Miller Chapel 
during one of these sermons, you 
will hear from the student body, 
as soon as she utters the word 
“Imposter,” a huge smattering of 
applause and excited gasps. The 
sermons are that good: the topic 
is that important.
 

 So what is Imposter 
Syndrome? Imposter Syndrome 
is a psychological term describing 
those who are unable to internalize 
accomplishments and those who go 
about their days in constant fear of 
being found out, of being exposed 
as a fraud. The idea is that you’ve 
gotten where you are in life through 
luck, and deep down you know you 
don’t really deserve what you have.
 

by Rev. Greg Rapier
Associate Pastor 
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 The woman who gets a big 
promotion assumes there weren’t 
any other qualified candidates for 
the job. The high-powered executive 
gets nervous before a presentation 
because she fears her colleagues 
will discover her inadequacies. 
The man who marries the girl of 
his dreams believes himself to be 
incredibly lucky because, well, 
what’s so special about me? If you 
have ever heard a young adult use 
the word “adult” as a verb, as in 
“I did some real adulting today,” 
that’s another sign of Imposter 
Syndrome. Because the person is 
implying deep down he is not an 
adult, but today he passed as one. 
Or, in the context Jan Ammon was 
preaching to, for the student body 
in Princeton, this high-pressure 
boilerplate, it goes something like 
this: I got into a really good school 
full of intimidatingly brilliant 
people, and if they only knew 
me, the real me, they’d know I  
don’t belong.
 
 Yes, Imposter Syndrome is 
prevalent all throughout Princeton. 
It’s not prevalent only in Princeton. 
Imposter Syndrome affects over 
seventy percent of us. Imposter 
Syndrome is not limited to the 

professional world, the academic 
world, the dating world, or the 
adulting world; it’s present in the 
Church too. Here, in the pews.
 
 If we’re honest with ourselves, 
we all have times in our journeys 
of faith where we feel inadequate; 
where we feel guilt and  
shame centered around not being 
good enough, not being Christian 
enough, not being faithful enough, 
not knowing enough. We feel  
like imposters.
 
 Maybe this feeling comes to us 
in a moment of clarity after we’ve 
slipped up and fallen prey to our 
favorite sin. Or, maybe it comes 
at church. So often, we look at the 
people one or two pews over: the 
way they’re dressed, the way they 
smile, the way they pick up their 
Bibles and effortlessly turn to the 
right page when reading Scripture. 
We look at the model-lives of 
church people, the Sunday morning 
snapshot, everyone in their Sunday 
best, and we compare that not to us 
at our best, but to our worst; to the 
inner turmoil that gnaws at us, to 
that little voice that tells us we’re 
less than or not enough.
 
 It goes something like this: 
Reading the Bible? I have a Bible at 
home somewhere, but I don’t open 
it as much as I’d like to. Prayer? 
Yeah, I pray when I remember, 
but I forget more often than not. 
Devotionals? I mean I’ve purchased 
one or two, but I’ve never done any 
with consistency. Christian living? 
If only these people knew the things 
I’ve done, the life I’ve lived, they’d 
throw me out of the church.
 
 If only they knew about my 
marriage, my past, the way I’ve 
driven my family away. If only 
they knew about my addiction, 

my impure thoughts, my sexual 
desires. If only they knew about 
the people I’ve wronged. If only 
they knew about my utter lack 
of Christian thought outside of 
Sunday mornings, how irrelevant 
God can be sometimes in my  
life, surely they’d kick me out of 
the church.
 
 And so, we’re afraid to ask it, 
but on some level, we do. We ask 
ourselves, Am I enough? Am I good 
enough? Am I Christian enough? 
Do I belong here? In church? Or, 
there, in heaven, with God? Am  
I enough?
 
 There are two traps here with 
this line of thinking. One is to 
say, No, I’m not good enough. 
Everything you’ve said so far, 
Greg, is right. If people knew the 
things I’ve done, if people knew 
who I am deep down, they’d see me 
as a fraud and they’d throw me out. 
Or, maybe they wouldn’t throw 
me out, but certainly, they’d think 
less of me. I know I’m inadequate 
compared to the person sitting next 
to me. That’s one trap.
 
 The other trap is to say you 
know I actually am doing pretty 
well. I give generously, I’m here 
every Sunday, I’m generally a 
successful person. In fact, I know 
I’m in better standing with God 
than the person sitting next to me 
is. That’s the other trap.
 
 So one trap is to look at yourself 
as a less-than Christian, and another 
is to go about the world looking at 
others as less-than Christians. This 
is something I’m convinced we all 
do, a lot of the time. It’s easy and 
natural to sort ourselves this way: to 
put up these sorts of borders and to 
draw these boundaries. To say I’m 
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in and you’re out, or you’re in and 
I’m out. It’s easy, and it’s natural, 
and it’s also really unhealthy. It’s 
also really un-Christian.
 
 Back when Jesus walked the 
earth, the temple in Jerusalem was 
at the center of Jewish religious 
life. The temple was holy. The 
center of the temple was known 
as the holy of holies. This central 
area was separated from the rest of 
the temple by a veil. This wasn’t 
a flimsy veil either. This veil was 
estimated to be about sixty feet 
high, and early Jewish tradition 
says it’s four inches thick. On the 
other side of the veil, in the holy of 
holies, is where God was believed 
to dwell.
 
 Only one person was “worthy” 
to enter the holy of holies: the high 
priest, and the high priest could 
only enter once a year. God was 
contained to one space, accessible 
to one person, once a year.
 
 But then, Jesus came. And, 
Jesus died. And, everything 
changed.
 
 The temple veil, that great 
structure, sixty feet high, four 
inches thick, ripped completely in 
two and things would never be the 
same. God escaped into the world, 
permanently. No longer was God 
only for the high priest. No longer 
was God only accessible for one 
person one day a year. No, God 
made God’s self available to all 
of us, all the time. God could no 
longer be housed by one people 
or controlled by one individual. 
God destroyed all boundaries of 
religiosity and proved God’s self 

uninterested in our classifications 
of who is good enough and who 
is not. God’s work through Jesus 
Christ was for everyone. Jesus’ 
death on the cross was for everyone. 
Everyone. EVERYONE.
 
 Jesus died to eliminate 
boundaries of religiosity. Jesus 
died to eliminate distinctions 
between who’s in and who’s out. 
Jesus died to eliminate questions of 
“Am I good enough?”, because he 
was good enough, and he died on 
your behalf.
 
 Fast-forward to Pentecost, 
the day we remember today, the 
birthday of the Church. All God’s 
people are gathered in one place. 
There are Jews and non-Jews. 
People who would traditionally 
be in and people who would 
traditionally be out. A diverse 
group of people together, not 
unlike what we have with us today 
at church. And, God continues that 
work of tearing the curtain in two, 
of not being contained or confined.
 
 On Pentecost, God erupts onto 
the scene. The Holy Spirit bursts 

into the meeting. There’s flames, 
there’s fire, there’s tongues, there’s 
red, and God speaks to everyone 
in their own language. God meets 
them where they’re at, exactly as 
they are. God speaks to them and 
God works with them.

 God doesn’t stop them first 
and ask them about their job title 
or their qualifications. God doesn’t 
ask them how much money they 
make a year. God doesn’t ask them 
about their education. God doesn’t 
ask them how they dress, how 
they smell. God doesn’t ask them 
how old they are or what language 
they speak. God doesn’t ask them 
about their race or nationality. 
God doesn’t ask them about their 
level of devotion, about their past 
successes or past sins. God comes 
to them and meets them where 
they’re at and fills them with God’s 
spirit. Then God says, Follow me. I 
have plans for you.
 
 Many of us have heard the 
Pentecost story before. But 
remember, for the crowd gathered 
that day, this was not the status 
quo. Again, they’re used to only 
one person, the high priest, having 
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access to God. Here in a glorious, 
powerful, chaotic, frightening 
situation it only makes sense that 
some people in the crowd aren’t 
entirely sure what’s going on. What 
happens next in the text is Peter 
stands up and interprets for the 
crowd what exactly is happening. 
He quotes the Old Testament 
Book of Joel and says: Your sons 
and daughters will prophesy, 
your young will see visions, your 
elders will dream dreams. Even 
my servants, men and women, 
everyone will be arrested by the 
spirit of God.
 
 Did you hear that? Your young. 
Your elders. Your sons. Your 
daughters. Your servants. Men  
and women.
 
 Age doesn’t matter. Gender 
doesn’t matter. Ability doesn’t 
matter. Race doesn’t matter. How 
you dress doesn’t matter. Whether 
you smile enough doesn’t matter. 
Whether or not you arrived to church 
on time doesn’t matter. Whether 
you can quote a bunch of Scripture 
by heart doesn’t matter. Where you 
come from or where you’ve been 
doesn’t matter. Whether you’re 
good enough doesn’t matter. All 
that matters is that God is good. 
And, God chooses you.

 Now make no mistake, God 
will change you and hone you and 
develop you in ways you could 
never imagine. God will challenge 
you to do things you never thought 
you could. But, when it comes to 
God’s love, there’s no such thing 
as being not good enough. There’s 
an old quote that goes: God loves 
you just as you are, but too much to 
leave you that way. God’s going to 
work on you, but make no mistake: 
God loves you first.
 
 There’s a book my mom used 
to read to me that I hope one day 
to read to my future children. It’s a 
little book called, I’d Choose You. 
Parents of preschoolers, I know 
you have plenty of books for your 
little ones, but I’m telling you I’d 
Choose You is where it’s at.
 
 It’s about an elephant named 
Norbert. He’s talking to his parents 
about everything that went wrong 
that day at school. And, everything 
went wrong that day at school. 
Nobody sat with him on the bus; 
at lunch, he fell face first into his 
mashed potatoes; and he was the 
last person picked for baseball 
during recess.
 
 Then his mom goes through 
every moment of Norbert’s day, 
and she says: If I were on that bus 
do you know who I’d sit next to? 
Norbert says the name of the most 
popular girl in school. His mom 
says: No that’s not it. Norbert’s 
mom says: If I were picking teams 
do you know who I’d choose first? 
Norbert says the name of the star 
athlete, and his mom says: No 
that’s not it.
 
 The process repeats itself 
several times, then Norbert’s 
mom says: If I could choose one 
elephant to sit next to on the bus, 

one elephant to be on my team, one 
elephant to have as my child, I’d 
choose you.
 
 Norbert’s done nothing to 
deserve his mom’s love. There’s 
nothing special about him. He’s 
not popular, he’s not athletic, and 
he’s not particularly talented in any 
way. None of that matters to his 
mom, who repeatedly tells him: I’d 
choose you.
 
 Pentecost is God choosing us, 
all of us, exactly as we are, without 
qualification. Pentecost is God 
saying it doesn’t matter if you think 
you’re enough, because you’re 
enough for God.
 
 Wherever you are today, 
whether you think you belong in 
the holy of holies or somewhere 
far outside the temple; whether 
you’re far along in your spiritual 
journey or just beginning; whether 
you envy the family in the pew next 
to you or you think you’re doing 
pretty well more or less; know this: 
you are enough for God, and God 
loves you just as you are.
 
 Friends, Jan Ammon ends her 
Imposter Syndrome sermons at 
Princeton saying something like 
this: You were chosen for a reason. 
You belong in this institution, you 
belong in this chapel, and it is no 
fluke. So, friends, I end today’s 
sermon saying the same to you:
 
 God chooses you for a reason. 
You are in this house of God for a 
reason. God will meet you exactly 
where you’re at and use you to do 
magnificent things. You belong, 
you are a child of God, and you are 
absolutely enough. 

Amen. l


