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Our scripture lessons for this morning are three readings from the gospel according to Mark. We begin with chapter 1, verses 9 to 11, the story of Jesus’ baptism:

At that time Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. Just as Jesus was coming up out of the water, he saw heaven being torn open and the Spirit descending on him like a dove. And a voice came from heaven: “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.”

Next, we read from chapter 9, versus 2 to 8, the story of Jesus’ transfiguration:

After six days Jesus took Peter, James and John with him and led them up a high mountain, where they were all alone. There he was transfigured before them. His clothes became dazzling white, whiter than anyone in the world could bleach them. And there appeared before them Elijah and Moses, who were talking with Jesus. Peter said to Jesus, “Rabbi, it is good for us to be here. Let us put up three shelters—one for you, one for Moses and one for Elijah.” (He did not know what to say, they were so frightened.) Then a cloud appeared and covered them, and a voice came from the cloud: “This is my Son, whom I love. Listen to him!” 

Finally, we read chapter 15, verses 37-39, Mark’s account of Jesus’s death:

 

With a loud cry, Jesus breathed his last. The curtain of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom. And when the centurion, who stood there in front of Jesus, saw how he died, he said, “Truly this was the Son of God!”

* * * * *
It is good to be here. For the past few years, I’ve been sitting about halfway back to my left.   The view is different from up here. You look good.

Pastor Laurie became Bishop Laurie last July 14. She left in August to become the episcopal leader in Iowa, effective September 1. Pastor Gary graciously offered to continue with us, covering both his and Laurie’s roles. His last Sunday was May 21.

The appointment of Pastor Elbert, our new senior pastor, was announced on January 8. His first Sunday was three weeks ago, and what a blessing we are discovering in his presence with us.  My appointment was announced on January 15. And today is my first Sunday.    

Last May, Pastor Zack arrived back from the Path One internship program. In January, our Berkley site launched. And it was just fifteen months ago that Pastor Dan was appointed to provide leadership for our Shine services.  

As a congregation, we’ve experienced some transitions.

And since I wasn’t sure if we all have had enough of transitions, the scripture passages for today are all transition stories from Jesus’ life: the beginning of his ministry, his baptism; the turning point in his ministry, the transfiguration; and the presumed end, his death.

Luke Timothy Johnson, a New Testament scholar, suggests that these three turning points provide the structure around which Mark’s entire gospel is built (The Writings of the New Testament, 3rd Edition, Fortress Press, 2010). This observation, this way of reading Mark’s gospel that Johnson offers, suggests to me the first point for this morning’s message.  

That point is this: Times of transition, turning points in life and ministry, are important. We need to pay attention to them.

Transitions—a change in pastors, a new job, a new home, a birth, an adoption, a marriage, a divorce, a graduation, a retirement, a change in health, a death—transitions are a part of life.  They are something we all experience. They involve change and challenge and they need to be given attention.  

New relationships are filled with energy and excitement. They are also wrought with peril as roles and norms must be negotiated and established. As welcome and as carefully planned as a new addition to a family may be, through birth or adoption, a new child disrupts a family system. Everything and everyone is thrown into chaos, not to mention sleep deprivation. Retirement can be planned. Anticipated. Entered into with great celebration. But, there’s loss: role, routine, relationships, and often, purpose and power.  

We often look at times of transition and see them as something that we simply need to get through. But when we give them the attention they demand, when we tend to them, they can be much more. 
For the past twenty years, as I lived out my call to ministry from the pew and in public education, from time to time I was asked whether I missed being a pastor. My answer was both no and yes. No, because I felt that what I was doing, my work in education, was ministry, even as the work of all who are baptized is ministry. Yes, because I have missed the opportunities pastoral ministry affords to walk with persons, being the church with them, through times of transition, at birth, at baptism, at confirmation, at marriage, in the transition from this life into life eternal.

There is a wonderful Celtic saying that heaven and earth are only three feet apart, but in the thin places that distance is even smaller. When my children were born, in the rooms where I’ve sat with loved ones as family members have passed from this life to the next, when parents have handed me children to hold and I’ve had the privilege of baptizing them, welcoming them into this family, the body of Christ: these have been holy moments for me.

Moments of transition. When we pause and pay attention, rather than simply trying to get through them, transitions can be thin places, where heaven and earth become one. 

So we have had some transitions as a congregation. It is tempting to think that today marks the end of it. Research from the Alban Institute (https://alban.org/), an ecumenical organization that worked with clergy and congregations, suggests otherwise. That research says that the transition process for pastoral changes extends a good six to nine months beyond the actual transition itself.   

Point number one for today: Transitions are important. Transitions are rich in holy possibility. And transitions take time. 

* * * * *
At each of the critical points of transition in the gospel according to Mark, the issue raised is one of identity. The same question is asked at Jesus’ baptism, at the turning point in his ministry, the transfiguration, and at his death. It is the question: Who is this Jesus?

Point number two: Transitions cause questions of identity to be asked. In Jesus’ case, “Who is Jesus?” In our case, “Who are we?” Who am I? Who will I be with her? Who am I now that I am responsible for another? Who am I now that I am retired? Who am I now that he is gone?   

While the questions of identity evoked by transitions are not easy questions, they can provide holy opportunity for a new discerning and claiming of God’s guidance and direction our lives. That is why this time in our life as a congregation is such an appropriate time to revisit core values and to begin work on a strategic plan.

Who are we? Who will we become? They are questions that open us to holy possibility. 

Who are we? Who are you? Who am I?

I was in my regular pew three weeks ago when we welcomed Pastor Elbert. He greeted us from the pulpit, saying, “Good morning, saints!” And I said, “Good morning.” And, then he greeted us saying, “Good morning, sinners!” And again I said, “Good morning.”
Nadia Bolz-Weber is one of my current favorite authors. In her book, Pastrix: The Cranky, Beautiful Faith of a Sinner & Saint (Jericho Books, 2014), Bolz-Weber says this:

God’s grace is a gift that is freely given to us. We don’t earn a thing when it comes to God’s love, and we only try to live in response to the gift. No one is climbing the spiritual ladder. We don’t continually improve until we are so spiritual we no longer need God… We are simultaneously sinner and saint, 100 percent of both, all the time.
 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a theologian, author, and a martyr in the resistance movement against Hitler. He wrote a poem titled “Who Am I” (Bonhoeffer Gift Books, Augsburg Books, 2005), which is a favorite poem for me: 

Who am I? They often tell me
I stepped from my cell’s confinement
Calmly, cheerfully, firmly,
Like a Squire from his country house.
…
Who am I? They also tell me
I bore the days of misfortune
equably, smilingly, proudly,
like one accustomed to win.

Am I then really that which other men tell of?
Or am I only what I myself know of myself?
Restless and longing and sick, like a bird in a cage,
Struggling for breath, as though hands were compressing
My throat, yearning for colors, for flowers, for the voices of birds,
thirsting for words of kindness, for neighborliness,
tossing in expectation of great events,
powerlessly trembling for friends at an infinite distance,
weary and empty at praying, at thinking, at making,
faint, and ready to say farewell to it all.

Who am I? This or the Other?
Am I one person to-day and to-morrow another?
...

Who am I? Who are you? Sinner? Saint? One person today and tomorrow another? Or both at once?
The February 2015 Harvard Business Review (https://hbr.org/2015/02/what-ceos-are-afraid-of)  contained a report about a study that was conducted of 116 CEOs and other executives. The study sought to identify their most deep-seated fears. The number one fear of the CEOs and executives surveyed was “being found to be incompetent.” According to the article, the impostor syndrome among CEOs “diminishes confidence and undermines relationships.”
Who am I? A confident leader, ready to bring a decade of experience leading public school systems to the administrative leadership of our church? Or an imposter, fearful and all too aware of what I don’t know.
Who am I? An experienced, though perhaps rusty pastor, ready to proclaim God’s living presence with us in life, in death, and in life beyond death? Or one whose own voice cracks while singing certain hymns, because the pain of grief in my own life is all too real.
Who am I? Confident. Prepared. Ready to lead. Fearful. Uncertain. Cracked and broken. Sinner?  Saint? 
Yes.
Transitions evoke questions of identity. Who we are is important. How we identify has profound meaning for us. And yet we are bound together by a common reality, as at a deep level, for all of us, the answer is to the question of who we are, who you are, who I am, is, well…
Good morning, saints!   
Good morning, sinners!  
Jesus’ baptism. Jesus’ transfiguration. Jesus’ death. Three points of transition to which we need pay attention. Three points of transition which give raise to questions of identity. At Jesus’ baptism, a voice from heaven saying to Jesus, “You are my own…” At the transfiguration, there was a voice from the cloud that covered the mountain.  The voice said, “This is my own…” At Jesus death, as Jesus breathed his last, the centurion declared, “Truly, this was God’s Son.”

Bonhoeffer's poem “Who am I” does not end with his question, “Who am I? This or the Other?” Rather it ends with this affirmation:

Who am I? They mock me, these lonely questions of mine.

Whoever I am, Thou knowest, O God, I am thine! 

Whoever I am, Thou knowest, O God, I am thine! 

It is the affirmation proclaimed to the church by Peter when he said to the church, “You are God’s own people. Once you were no people, but now you are God’s people.” (I Peter 2:9-10).

Point number three: Regardless of who we are, regardless of how we may answer questions of identity, regardless of how we might identify, even as those we might consider both pious and pitiful among us are both sinner and saint, through God’s grace, we all, all of us, have been claimed by God. We belong to God. We are children of God.

Who we are may be in question. Who we are may be a mixed bag. Who we are as United Methodists, our identity as a denomination, may be a source of controversy and contention.   

Whose we are is not. To whom we belong is certain. The root that provides nourishment and strength. The root that grounds us though all else may wash away is our identity as God’s own, as God’s children, as those claimed by the amazing  grace of God. Not because of what we have done. Not because of what we believe. But because God in Christ loves us. Because God through God’s grace claims us. Again, and again, and again.

As we begin this journey in ministry together, let me offer this to you. There are going to be times in our life together when we disagree. Heck, there are times when I don’t always agree with myself. When I am really honest, I confess that at times I even find myself disagreeable. I am fairly certain there are going to be times when we disagree with each other, when we don’t see things exactly the same. 
As we walk together in ministry, my commitment to you is this: Regardless of who you are, regardless of whether I think like you or believe exactly as you do, I will strive to see you as God knows you, as God’s beloved, as God’s own. As a child of God. Always.
My ask of you is this: As we walk in ministry together, when I am more sinner than saint, when I get tired, when my voice cracks, help me to remember that I belong to God. That I am God’s child. Always.
Today is July 2. Tuesday is the fourth of July, our nation’s 241st birthday. Two weeks ago, writing in the aftermath of the shooting of members of Congress, Frank Bruni published an article in the New York Times titled, “I’m O.K. – You’re Pure Evil” (NY Times, June 17, ,2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/17/opinion/sunday/im-ok-youre-pure-evil.html?_r=0) In the article he lamented the loss of common respect in our public discourse and suggested that our nation may pay a terrible price for the ever more common tendency of viewing those with whom we disagree as wholly evil and other than us, rather than as well intentioned and misguided, but yet one with us.
As a church, we have much to offer each other and the society and world in which we live. One of the things I truly appreciate about this congregation is its tradition of being a big tent church, a place where there is room for all. 

Some of what our nation and civil society seem to most need are the lessons we live as a church. While we may identify ourselves in any number of ways, we are all very human, and as such  we are all both sinner and saint.  
· Because we belong to God, because it is God’s grace that claims us, and because God’s grace knows no limits, there is room for all.

· Who we are is important, and our answers will differ, but we are bound together in grace by whose we are—we, all of us, are God’s own. We, you, and you and I, belong to God.

· We can agree with each other. And we can disagree with each other, and still be civil and still see the one with whom we disagree not as evil, but as brother or sister, bathed in God’s grace, claimed as God’s own.

We can do this together. We can do this for each other. We can do this here. We can do this as a church. And a denomination. We can do this for our nation and world.

Who are we? The answers vary.

Whose are we? Whose are you? 
Whose are you? Whose am I?

Child of God.
Child of God.

Child of God.

Always.

Amen.

Rooted and Ready:


 “WHO WHOSE ARE YOU?”�Rev. Shawn Lewis-Lakin
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