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The Questions are the Answer

Who are You?

“It is not the answer that enlightens, but the question.”  (Decouvertes) The poet Rainer Maria Rilke said to live the questions.  We spend a lot of time getting the right answers about job and partner and where to live and what to wear.  The answers we get depend on the question that is asked.  So in this sermon series we’ll be exploring key questions that can really chart the course for everything else.  Today it is “Who are you?”
When I was growing up I was called Missy.  It was after I spent my junior year in Spain that I became “Melissa.”  I tried to make the shift my freshman year in college but I couldn’t do it.  But after a year of being Melissa I made the change.  If I heard someone say “Missy” I wouldn’t think they were talking about me.  That’s someone else.  
My father picked out my name – at least that was his story.  He thought it was pretty and he liked that it means honey bee.  So I like my name.
I kept my last name when I got married.  Partly, I had spent a long time with this name and I couldn’t imagine changing it.  My mother thinks that it was for professional reasons.  It wasn’t.  And not even so much for feminist sensibilities.  It was simply that I know myself as Melissa Earley and marrying Corey Nelson didn’t change my identity.  My mother-in-law addresses letters to me and Corey with “The Rev.’s Corey Nelson” or  Rev. Corey and Rev. Melissa Nelson.  And you know, it doesn’t bug me.  I feel like she’s claiming me as her daughter in law – I’m glad I get the Rev.  One of Corey’s nephews, after learning that I was going to keep my last name, asked if Corey would be “uncle Earley.”  I liked that.

Names matter.  They are part of our identity.  They are our label in the universe.  They proceed us most places we go – folks see our name before they ever see our face – on resumes, on class lists at school, on place cards at dinner parties.  Names matter.

That’s partly why name calling can be so damaging.  Even in jest, calling someone a mean name gives them that identity.  We try to teach our children that name calling doesn’t matter.  Do you remember that little ditty – I’m rubber and you’re glue.  Whatever you say bounces off of me and sticks to you?

We say it but it’s not true.  What people call us sticks.  Can you remember the names that other kids used to tease you?  Can you remember hurtful names that a sibling or maybe even a parent used in a moment of frustration or anger or, as is more true than we care to admit, in a moment of being intentionally mean?  
It takes effort to not let those names take hold of us and believe them to be true of our identity as much as the name on our birth certificate.

And then there are those identities which don’t seem to be hurtful but do damage.  It’s their appearance of being innocuous which makes them dangerous and insidious – like those identities which are given to us by other people – and can be taken away.  When we base our identity on our job title – CPA, comptroller, teacher, programmer, pastor – these are important to who we are but when we make it the all of who we are we lose something of our humanity.  When our identity is only in our relationship to other people – wife, son, parent – I think we are in trouble.  When our identity is about our car or our house, we are the Lexus or the zip code or the fashion designer or the grade or the promotion.  When we become those things, what happens when the Lexus gets repossessed or we have to downsize to a Ford?  What happens when we are our job and we get laid off or receive a bad review?  
In the scripture reading today we learn what our true identity is – that we are children of God.  And that determines everything.  We have solid ground in the storm – when the car gets repossessed, when the job is lost, when we are called names – we are God’s beloved children – what better identity can there be?

The dilemma for us is how easy it is to forget it.  As the waters rise and the fire threatens, we forget our true names and our true identity.  When a parent struggles with the difficulty of that role, she might wonder, “Am I the parent who is doing the best she can or am I someone who is merely faking it?”  If you’ve lost your job you might wonder, “Am I just a victim of the economy, or am I actually a failure?”  When we’re lonely, we might wonder if we are in the midst of a relationship dry spell or is there something fundamentally unloveable about us?  When we can no longer contribute to the community with the same energy we used to we might question whether this is simply a new stage or are we truly useless?  Into that chaos we can hear God calling and saying, “I have redeemed you.  You are mine.  You are precious and I love you.”
As we remember our true identity it gives the courage to go into the deep water unafraid and to 
It becomes circular, doesn’t it?  Remembering we are God’s beloved helps us act like God’s beloved, which in turn helps us remember.  I am reminded of the poem by Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the Lutheran pastor who was jailed for being part of a failed plot to assassinate Hitler.  Amongst his letters and papers from prison was this poem:  

Who am I?  They often tell me
I would step from my cell’s confinement

Calmly, cheerfully, firmly,

Like a squire from his country-house.

Who am I?  They often tell me 

I would talk to my warders 

freely and friendly and clearly, 

as though it were mine to command.

Who am I?  They also tell me 

I would bear the days of misfortune 

equably, smilingly, proudly, 

like one accustomed to win.
Am I then really all that which other men tell of?  

Or am I only what I 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, 
trembling with anger at despotisms and petty humiliation, 
tossing in expectation of great events, 
powerlessly trembling for friends at 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 today, and tomorrow another?

Am I both at once?  A hypocrite before others,

And before myself a contemptibly woebegone weakling?

Or is something within me still like a beaten army, 
fleeing in disorder from victory already achieved?

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

Whoever I am, thou knowest, O God, I am thine.

The poet Lucy Shaw said, “Man cannot name himself.  He waits for God or Satan to do that job.”  Who will you let name you?

At annual conference this year, we had the opportunity to hear the story teller, writer, artist Ray Buckley tell stories from his Lakota, Tlingti and Scots heritage.  He shared with us the story of his grandmother and great Aunt when they were taken away from their families to go to American schools and learn how to be “American” and not Native American.  When the children arrived at the school the boys’ hair was cut.  What you need to know is that for those children’s families, you only cut hair when you were mourning.  The children, therefore, believed that their families were dead.  The children could no longer speak in their native languages and had to go by the English names that the school administrators gave them.  Punishment for speaking your given name or in your family’s language was severe.  The school administrators were trying to strip these children’s identities.

Ray Buckley’s grandmother and her sister were at this school.  And Ray’s grandmother told Ray and his brother that every night, her sister, Ray’s great Aunt would crawl out of bed in the middle of the night when everyone else was sleeping and remind her sister of her true name. I don’t remember the name now – but it meant the ring of light around the moon when there is frost in the air.  And so this sister would whisper in her younger sister’s ear, holding her close and she would say, remember you are beautiful.  You are loved.  Your name is the ring of light around the moon when there is frost in the air.  You are beautiful.  You are loved.  Your name is the right of light around the moon when there is frost in the air.   
Let God whisper in your ear – remember your name.  You are my beloved child.      
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