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He stood before the bathroom mirror. It was time for his

morning shave.  This was the only period in the day when he

spent any time looking at himself.  It was a revelation.  First

of all he was reminded that he was no longer twenty-five.  He

always thought of himself as twenty-five but the mirror made it

pretty clear that fifty-five was a much more accurate

evaluation.

As he reviewed the lines on his face he thought about all

of the experiences that had created them.  The bad ones, when he

screwed up his first marriage and could not sleep for the guilt

of the pain he had caused.  The good ones when he would have

sleepless nights because he was feeding his infant daughter so

his second wife could get some rest.  He thought about who he

was; about what he had gotten right in his life; what he had

gotten wrong; and everything in between. Looking in that mirror

he recognized who he was.

This sermon is the first in a four week sermon series

on “The Well Lived Life.”  This series was inspired by something

the presbyterian pastor Eugene Peterson wrote about humanity.

Peterson wrote, “The puzzle is why so many people live so

badly…”(Peterson, p. 14)  Peterson goes on to quote Tom Howard,

“Modern humanity is a bleak business.  To our chagrin we

discover that the declaration of autonomy has issued not in a

race of free, masterly people, but rather in a race that can be



described by its poets and dramatists only as bored, vexed,

frantic, embittered, and sniffling.” (Peterson, p. 14)

Wow, that is a pretty strong indictment of all of us, but I

cannot deny that each of us and all of us are capable of finding

ourselves in those depths.  Then place that description beside

the sentiment of Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, “The human person alone

has the possibility of self-transcendence.  We may be a handful

of dust but we have immortal longings.  (Sacks, p. 21)

This series will seek to nudge us beyond “embittered

sniffling” and toward our “immortal longings.”  So how can we

live a well lived life?

Today we will be considering how recognizing who we are is

essential to a well lived life.  As we approach our scripture

text from Genesis it is helpful to understand the original

audience for which this remarkable book was created.  Genesis

was first presented to a nation in exile.  The Israelites had

experienced invasion, occupation, and being dragged from

everything they knew to live in a foreign land.  They had

believed their God was the one and only all-powerful God and

that the land they lived on had been promised and guaranteed to

them by their God.  Their entire world and worldview had been

shattered by their exile. Their sense of identity had been

destroyed.  The book of Genesis is an effort to rebuild a sense

of identity to a people who are lost in the midst of chaos.

This morning’s text from the first chapter of Genesis is a

critical component in that rebuild.  As we know, the start of

the chapter tells of God taming chaos to create the world.   It

is potent imagery.  And we are told that we were formed from the

dust of the earth and breathed into by our God.  What an

evocative juxtaposition we are! We start as nothing more than



common dirt and then the breath, the very essence of the life of

the divine is placed within us.

It is the kind of metaphor that can speak to us very

differently depending on how we are thinking about ourselves in

the moment.  If we are riding high and feeling pretty pleased

with ourselves this metaphor reminds us that as proud as we may

be of our accomplishments, we come from nothing more significant

than dust.  If we are feeling low and doubting our worth, this

metaphor reminds us that we are so valuable God has breathed the

very divine breath into us.  This image is a great counterweight

of reality protecting us from either thinking too littleor too

much of ourselves.

We are also told we are created in the very image of God.

Because God does not possess any limitations or boundaries this

can be a challenge to comprehend.  But it is telling to pay

attention to the context in which we are told we reflect the

image of God.  We are told we are created in God’s image as God

is in the midst of creating all that is.  God gathers up the

chaos of the formless void and sets into motion all of physical

existence. And God creates with joy, declaring the goodness of

all creation over and over again.

We might ask why God decides to create in the first place.

I would argue that it is a reflection of God’s exceedingly

generous nature to wish to share the gift of existence. In the

accounts of creation we clearly see that God is both generous

and joyful.  And perhaps we most fully demonstrate the divine

image within us when we too approach the world around us with

generosity and with joy.

What do you see when you look in the mirror?  Not the shape

of your nose or the color of your eyes.  I guess “what” is not



the correct interrogative, “who”, who is the question. Who do

you see when you look in the mirror?

Hopefully not the “bored, vexed, frantic, embittered, and

sniffling” character we heard about in that earlier quote.  But

then again it just may depend upon the day.  Have you ever seen

one of those videos online when someone has taken a picture of

themselves every day of the year, 365 pictures of their face put

together in a photo time lapse?  It is a wonder to watch how the

same person’s face can morph throughout the days.  As you watch

you wonder what the person was feeling in each of those days.

Some photos suggest stress and burden, others hope and

expectation, still others weariness and ennui.  These videos are

a testament to the complexity of the human spirit.  They are

compelling because they reveal to us how each day can show us

who we are from a different angle.

I can look in the mirror one day and see myself as a person

full of vim and vigor and eager to start my day.  And then

another day I can look at myself and see an anxious person

fearful of what the day may bring.  Yet another day and yet

another angle of identity looking back at me.  Far too often I

let those surface conditions and emotions completely define who

I am.  The vicissitudes of the day can shape how I see myself.

Letting the external world and its circumstances define who

we are is a dangerous thing.  The best one to define who we are

is the one who created who we are.

The reality of who I am, who each of us is, is to be found

in those images from Genesis.  We are fashioned from the very

dust of the earth so we are called to humility.  We have had the

very breath of God blown into us so we must recognize how

inherently valuable and special we are.  And we are created in



the very image of God.  We are a reflection of the one who

created everything that is in a spirit of generosity and joy.

This very same generosity and joy resides within each one of us.

These important realities brought comfort and inspiration

to the people of Israel when they were mired in exile.  And they

can do the same for us in all the seasons of our lives.

We can live a well live life when we are both humble and

confident of our value.  And when we approach each day and each

person we encounter with generosity and with joy.

The next time you look in the mirror, see all of who you

are; who you were created to be; a handful of dust with immortal

longings; and be grateful.

Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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