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THE TWENTY-FIRST SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Who Am I?
Exodus 3:1-15; John 21:15-19

I know you have noticed how often the Bible amplifies the role and
importance of children, especially in a culture that did not offer many rights
and privileges to younger people.  For many of us who grew up in a time when
children were expected “to be seen but not heard,” scripture takes a different
and welcomed perspective.

A few weeks ago we heard that familiar story of Jesus and the
Syrophoenician woman who hunted him down while he was on vacation and
begged him to heal her daughter.  We are always shocked to hear Jesus reply
to her, “Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children's food
and throw it to the dogs."  And I think with more than a little delight, we listen
for her to answer with a mother’s ferocity, "Sir, even the dogs under the table
eat the children's crumbs” (Mark 7:27-28).  Granted, the very awkward
conversation was about whether the Gospel was intended for the Jews only
or for the rest of the world as well, but the woman knew and Jesus affirmed
that her Gentile child was just as important in God’s eyes as any Jewish child
in Palestine.

The prophet Isaiah wrote that beautiful passage we love to hear at
Christmastime about beasts of all kinds resting together, predators and prey
dining, not on one another, but on a shared meal.  He informs us that this
idyllic dream will come to pass because “a little child shall lead them” (Isaiah
11:6).

Jesus himself reminded his followers over and over that in order to enter
the kingdom of God one must become like a child.  He also told them that
whoever welcomed a child welcomed him.  It seems to me that the Bible is
constantly reminding us to pay attention to our young people if we want to
learn how to live as a child of God.

It has been a tough year and a half for young people.  It has been a
tough year for all of us, but children and teenagers have lost a lot.  Their
education has been interrupted and pieced back together.  Their social lives
were shut down from play groups to proms.  Sports had to cease for a while. 



Birthday parties had to be put on hold or held virtually.  The ability to come
and go at will, to spend time with friends, to begin exploring the world, which
are precious gifts every teenager wants to test out, was limited in many ways. 
It has been a tough time for young people.

In conversations and more formal studies, young people have confirmed
that they are not the same as they were before the pandemic.  They have
changed.  In terms of their faith, they are asking some tough questions like,
“Where is God in this pandemic?”  “Why did God allow this terrible disease to
happen?”  “Is God going to bring us safely through this crisis?”  Moreover, if
we let them, they will ask those questions of us.  But they don’t want hollow
answers that we don’t believe.  They want us to be honest and, if we don’t
know the answer, to say so.  Our children want honest answers to difficult
questions.

As a result, I think this pandemic may have put our young people in a
better position going forward than most of us adults.  We–myself
included–tend to fall back on what has always worked before.  We tell each
other to hang in there, that we will get through this terrible time together, that
things will get back to normal, and everything will be okay.  That is what we
all want.  I’ll be honest.  For the most part, take me back to the fall of 2019
and do a reboot which will eliminate Covid, and I will be just fine.  Maybe you
feel the same way.  But we can’t do that–and our young people know it.

A study done by Fuller Youth Institute involved conversations with 2200
young people in over 27 diverse youth groups across our nation.  The
purpose was to hear what is going on with young people right now as a result
of the pandemic.  I think, in the midst of a horrible reality, young people are
on the right track.  These conversations revealed that there are three primary
questions being asked in one form or another: “Who am I?” “Where Do I fit?”
and “What difference can I make?”1  Those are far better questions than the
ones I am asking.  Yet, our young people are not alone.  These questions
have been asked before.

Moses grew up under the oppressive rule of his adopted grandfather,
the Pharaoh of Egypt.  To save his life, his birth parents manipulated the
Pharaoh’s daughter to adopt Moses.  He grew up in a life of the highest
privilege but daily witnessed the oppression of his own people.  Enraged by

1Jen Bradbury, “What Young People Want Your Church To Know as You Reopen,” Fuller Youth
Institute (September 22, 2021).  Brad M. Griffin, "What a Generation of Survivors Is Carrying with Them to
School and Church this Fall," Fuller Youth Institute (September 9, 2021). 
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the brutal treatment of an Egyptian taskmaster on a Hebrew slave, Moses
killed the Egyptian and fled to the desert.  He connected with a nomadic tribe,
married, and became a shepherd for his father-in-law.  What do you suppose
he thought about during those long, hot days and lonely nights in the desert? 
Who am I?  Am I an Egyptian or a Hebrew?  Am I a good person or a
murderer?  Where do I fit in?  The Egyptians think I have betrayed them and
the Hebrews feel the same way.  Is my life nothing more than leading sheep
to grass and water?  What can I, a fugitive shepherd, ever do that will make
a difference in life?

One day he sees a bush burning in the distance, but the flames never
die down.  He walks closer to see what is going on and a voice informs him
that he is on holy ground.  We know the rest of the story.  God speaks to
Moses and tells him that he is chosen to lead his people out of slavery. 
“Who?  Me?” he asks.  “Who am I to go back and tell Pharaoh to let the
Hebrews go?  The Egyptians will punish me as a murderer.  The Hebrews
don’t trust me either.  Who am I?  You have the wrong man.”

God offers a brilliant answer: “Tell them I AM sent you.”  In other words,
“You are my messenger, my partner in this mission.  Don’t worry about what
they think of you.  Focus on what you know of me.  Remember, your
ancestors followed me to places they did not know.  Who you are is wrapped
up in who I AM.  We will do this thing together!”

God answered for Moses the identity question - Who am I?, the
belonging question - Where do I fit in?, and the purpose question - How can
I make a difference?  Moses, the chosen one of God, a Hebrew messenger,
would lead his people to freedom.  And he did!

Hundreds of years later, another “Moses” asked the same questions. 
Simon Peter had betrayed Jesus.  Initially, he gave up everything to become
his disciple, and then turned his back on Jesus. Not once, but three times. 
Returning to the only thing he thought he could do, he went fishing.  Surely
during that long night of throwing nets and pulling them up empty, he
wondered. “Who am I?  Where do I fit in anymore?  How can I make a
difference now?”  Like Moses, he, too, saw a fire in the distance.  It was a
cooking fire and Jesus had started it.  He threw the nets where Jesus told him
to and they were so full he and his friends could hardly pull them in.

After a breakfast of roasted fish, Jesus and Peter sat by the fire.  Three
times Jesus asked Peter if he loved him.  Three times, hurt by the need for
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the question, Peter replied, “Yes, you know I love you.”  And three times,
Jesus said, “Feed my sheep.”  Of course, we see the three questions and
three answers as Jesus’ way of forgiving Peter for his three denials of
knowing his Lord.  They are also the answers to the three important
questions.  Who am I?  I am someone who loves God in Christ.  Where do I
fit in?  I am a part of the flock, the family of God.  How can I make a
difference?  I can feed God’s children through the love I have for God and for
them.

Moses and Peter and countless other people over the years have asked
these three questions: Who am I?  Where do I fit in?  How can I make a
difference?  I suspect you are asking them, too.  If not, you should!  These are
the three essential questions of life and our young people know that.  The
answers are found in the truth spoken in a burning bush and by a roaring fire: 
I AM created you and love you and send you.  Love me and love one another.

Late one Friday afternoon, a rabbi was walking swiftly
toward his village, carrying a bundle full of valuable items.  “If all
goes well,” he thought, “I will reach home before the Sabbath
begins.”

Suddenly he heard a voice crying, “Rabbi, please help me. 
I am unable to walk.  Help me reach the village.”

For a moment, terror gripped the rabbi’s heart.  If he carried
the man, thus obeying the commandment of God, he would have
to leave his bundle, for he could not carry both.  Without the
bundle, he could not care for his wife and children, which is also
a commandment.  Should he carry the man or his family’s food
into the village?

His indecision lasted for just a moment.  How could he leave
the man?  He set the bundle down, lifted up the sick man, and
carried him slowly into the village.  He took the man to his own
home, found him a place to rest, and then ran back where he left
his bundle.  As he headed back to his village he realized that for
the first time in his life he would be breaking the Sabbath by
traveling.  It was also the first time that he had neglected his
family.
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As the rabbi rushed through the village gates and down the
streets he heard voices at the windows saying, “Can you imagine,
our rabbi is walking around with his bundle on the Sabbath.  A
Sabbath-breaker!”

In remorse the rabbi prayed, “If I have broken the Sabbath,
God forgive me!”

Suddenly sunshine flooded the sky and the whole village
was awash in light.  The rabbi heard a voice, “My dear servant,
you put a stranger’s needs before your own.  Go home, eat your
bread, drink your wine, for I have lengthened the day.  The
Sabbath still awaits you.”

And the voice said, “The Sabbath was made for man, not
man for the Sabbath.”2

Each day, each life, brings its challenges and questions.  We may feel
inadequate for the tasks before us or even uncertain about who we are and
what we are supposed to do.  Do not despair.  The answers and guidance are
always found in “I AM” - the one and only God who claims us as his own and
calls us to live and act in his holy name.  Amen.

2“The Rabbi and the Sick Man,” a Jewish tale recounted by William R. White in Stories for the Journey
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1988) 42-43.
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October 17, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Remind us, O God, that we are on holy ground.  Keep us mindful that
the ground beneath us, the sky above us, and the air all around us are holy,
not because we are in a church building, but because you have created the
earth and sky and air and given them to us.  We are grateful for our earthly
home and pray that we will give it great care.

Help us to hear your still, small voice in the midst of all the anxious,
unpleasant, angry, and fearful sounds that assault us each day.  Help us to
hear your voice in cries of help as well as in cries of joy.  Help us to hear your
voice in bursts of anger as well as in adoration and praise.  Help us to hear
your voice in perplexing questions and soothing sighs.  Help us to hear your
voice in a loved one’s promise and an enemy’s threat.  Help us to hear your
voice at all times and in all circumstances.

And guide us, we pray, day by day, as we choose between blessing and
curse, life and death, right and wrong, good and evil.  Every moment holds
such a choice and every choice leads us down a different path.  We have
often chosen the wrong path, O God.  Today we wish to choose well.  Guide
us, we pray.

You hear our prayers and know our thoughts.  We have shared our
collective concerns for other people.  We have whispered our hidden
concerns for your ears only.  You know best how to respond to our needs, O
God.  Teach us how to respond as well.  Together may we bring healing and
wholeness, life and peace to our world.

And always, O God, keep us centered in your love and care; through
Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.


