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Theme:  Who Are You?

Today’s gospel tells one of the many stories about John the Baptist. Remember John? The bible
describes him as something of a wild man, at least by outward appearances. He lived in the
wilderness; he subsisted on a starvation diet of locusts; he wore clothes that even the Good Will
wouldn’t accept much less handle. “And when he preached, it was with fire and brimstone every
time.”  Last Sunday we heard of John proclaiming “a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness1

of sins” (Mk 1:4). John was not exactly a man who would do well in most Lutheran churches, or
any of the liturgical churches for that matter.

But John is out there in the wilderness at the river Jordan preaching and baptizing. And he’s very
successful at it! Hundreds of people travel out to hear him and to be baptized. His “altar calls” are
so successful that today’s gospel tells us that some religious leaders travel from Jerusalem to ask
John exactly who he is? In fact, today’s whole gospel passage turns on this question: “Who is
John?” 

John’s response to this inquiry is interesting. Instead of beginning by saying who he is, John
begins by stating who he is not: he is not the Messiah; he is not Elijah; he is not the prophet.
Finally, he tells his interrogators that he is the one who will prepare the way of the Lord; the
“voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of the Lord.’” Then he adds
that he is not even worthy to untie the sandal thong of the one who is coming.

“Who are you?” That’s the question put to John, and it’s a good question for each of us to put to
ourselves on this the third Sunday of Advent. How would you answer that question? Who are
you? (Pause for reflection.) How many of us are as clear about who we are and who we are not
as was John the Baptist? 

In today’s devotional guide from Christ in Our Home, the author writes:
Before we decide who we are, we need to be clear about who we are not. When I was a
campus pastor, I spent a lot of time helping college students wrestle with who they were
and how their faith in Christ informed their vocation. These days, I work with
congregations asking similar questions of identity and mission.”2

Those of you who are teachers (and that includes all parents, grandparents, company
managers/administrators, classroom teachers, etc.) know how important it is for people to be
clear about who they are and who they are not.

The problem is that there are all sorts of influences trying to impose an identity on us. Sometimes
parents are quick to impose an identity on their children: the father who wants his son to follow in
his footsteps and become a lawyer; the mother who assumes her daughter will marry and provide
her with five grandchildren; the parent who has always wanted a child to become the athlete they
never managed to achieve for themselves. Sometimes we even try to impose an identity on
ourselves, as we strive to become the “greatest” at something – whether or not it fits us (as
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demonstrated in the Children’s Message this morning), or when we look at someone else and
envy their particular gifts and talents so much we fail to recognize our own.

Society also can also impose an identity on others, particularly when we hear such things as “if
you don’t win, then you’re a loser;” or “if you’re not educated, you must be dumb;” or “if you’re
not at the top of the status ladder, then you’re worthless.” Society will always try and mold an
identity for each of us based on society’s standards of success.

“Who are you?” – That’s the question put to John and to each of us today.

There’s a funny story about a local zoo that had a live gorilla, its star performer and the major
drawing card of crowds. Unfortunately, the gorilla became ill. So in order not to disappoint the
large crowds, the officials decided to hire a man, dress him up in a gorilla costume, and place him
in the gorilla cage. They told him to walk like a gorilla, make noises like a gorilla, jump around
like a gorilla. In short, he was to make the visitors believe that he was, in fact, a gorilla. The man
really got into this newfound acting career. He beat his breast, he howled loudly, frightening the
little children, he swung on the ropes and apparatus set up in the cage. But he got so exuberant,
that in one of his jumps and swings he accidentally flew up and over the top of the gorilla cage
and landed in the next cage over – right into the lion’s den! Naturally the lion bounded over
towards this make-believe gorilla. The actor bolted up and began yelling, “Help! Help!” The lion
pounced on him, and said quietly, “Shut up, you fool, or we’ll both lose our jobs!”

It could have been very easy for John the Baptist to have put on a gorilla suit and tried to be
something he wasn’t. John was, after all, very good at what he did do – in his preaching, teaching,
and calling others to repentance. But John managed to keep focused on his true identity as one
who was to prepare the way, not to be the way! We hear the Baptist’s words in John, chapter 3:
“I told you, ‘I am not the Messiah, but have been sent ahead of him. . . .  He must increase, but I
must decrease.’”

John knows and accepts who he is; he recognizes who Jesus is. John didn’t allow the crowds, his
devoted followers, or his own ego to create an inauthentic identity for him. At the same time,
John didn’t under-estimate his calling either. How often do we either think too highly of ourselves
or too little? Either is problematic in answering the question, “Who are you?”

How then, during this Advent season, can we become more aware of and get more in touch with
our true identity, no matter our current age? One way is to undertake a process that our youth
confirmands and their families have been following this past year – it’s called Faith5. Faith5 is a
simple 5-step process that includes:

1. SHARING your highs and lows;
2. READING a bible verse or story;
3. TALKING about how the Bible reading might relate to your highs and lows.
4. PRAYING for one another’s high and lows;
5. Then BLESS one another.

We have bookmarks that briefly outline this plan, which is quite simple (hold up book mark and
identify where people can get one).

This is a simple plan that begins by paying attention to one’s highs and lows for the day by
simply asking yourself, “What were my “highs” today for which I can be grateful?” That should
sound familiar! It’s really the “Gratitude Experiment” that many of us have committed to
undertake this Advent season. If we pay attention to that for which we’re grateful, regularly
writing them down and then reviewing them occasionally, we will likely begin to see a pattern
emerging. Those patterns are a good indication of what we find life-giving. According to St.
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Ignatius of Loyola, that which we find life-giving tends to align with whom God has created us to
be and therefore with our God-given identity.

The “lows,” of course are those things for which we are least grateful. The thing about our “lows”
is that they tend to be life-draining. As with the “highs,” if we pay attention to our “lows” over
time we will also often find patterns. St. Ignatius again saw these “low” patterns as providing
great insight, because that which is repeatedly a “low” is often indicative of that which leads us
away from God and away from our true identity.

As we identify our highs and our lows on a regular basis, paying attention to our answers,
patterns will often emerge that can help us ascertain who we are in terms of gifts and talents. The
remaining steps of the Faith5 process reinforce the identity discovery process.

To illustrate the importance of discovering one’s identity, I want to share a story about a couple,
Peggy and Ron, whom I first met in the parish I served after being ordained. Both were deeply
committed to Jesus and filled with joy. Peggy, the wife, had joined the congregation’s inter-
generational contemporary choir. One day an elderly gentleman came to the choir rehearsal with
his wife in tow. His wife had had Alzheimer’s for several years, and he as the chief care giver was
desperate to get out of the house occasionally. Because his wife had been a professional musician
and singer in earlier years, he thought she might enjoy just listening to the choir rehearsal and he
would sing bass. But no sooner had this couple arrived than Peggy immediately took charge of
the wife. She guided her to a seat; she held music for her and would point to where the choir was
singing; she made this woman part of the community. The woman’s husband recalled that his wife
usually got agitated in strange situations, but not at choir when she was with Peggy. Peggy had an
incredible gift at helping and comforting the infirmed and she would mention how much joy it
brought her to do so.

This became particularly evident in a conversation I had with Peggy one day. With some
embarrassment, she shared that one of the things she really liked to do was clean other people’s
houses. Because of the nature of this work, she knew that some people would deem this rather
demeaning work (thus her embarrassment in even mentioning it). But she went on to explain that
it brought her great joy because she knew she was helping people who were experiencing great
stress from jobs, children, and too little time. By cleaning she knew she was helping them to
reduce the stress in their daily living and this in turn, brought her great joy.

In midlife, Peggy’s husband Ron began reassessing his life and decided to take courses to become
a bartender. This struck me as a strange decision as he was something of a teetotaler and didn’t
drink alcohol. When I asked him about it he responded: 

I just want to help people. People who frequent bars are often lonely, distressed, or in
some kind of emotional pain. And they will often tell their bartender things they would
never tell anyone else. As a bartender I will be able to help people and be in a position to
be a more effective witness for Christ.

Ron knew effective witnessing involves a lot of listening.

Both Peggy and Ron had discerned personal identities that some of us might consider most
unexpected. Reiterating a theme from the Children’s Message this morning . . . most of us may
dream of becoming the “greatest” at something, but true joy comes from discerning our true
identity, as did John the Baptist, and then clinging to nothing except what God has called us to be.
When that happens, then, like John, we too will be able to say: “For this reason my joy has been
fulfilled” (John 3:29b).


