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New Jerusalem Lutheran Church Cindy Baskin
January 7, 2018 Epiphany 1-B
Texts: Genesis 1:1-5; Psalm 29; Acts 19:1-7; Mark 1:4-11

Theme: Identity, Belonging, Purpose and Baptism

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 
This past Tuesday I happened to watch a morning news cast in which the news anchor was
interviewing a man who, as a teenager, had joined the “Alt-Right” (a white supremacy group). He
shared that his parents were good parents, but hard-working immigrants who had to work one or
two jobs, seven days a week, to make ends meet. As a teenager he felt isolated and alone. He
remembered one day in which he was standing in an alley by himself, smoking a joint, when an
older fellow approached him and struck up a conversation. It wasn’t very long before this lonely
young man had been recruited by that older fellow and became an active member of an “Alt-
Right” group. In that group he found an identity through which he could express his anger and
frustration with life by hating others.

Eventually, through the help of other people who listened to him, encouraged him, and saw
beneath the Alt-Right facade he had adopted, this man began to question the Alt-Right purpose.
Interestingly, one of the key persons who helped him was an African American custodian from his
former high school. Now several years later he works with youth to show them that there are
better ways to find a meaningful life. 

The interviewer then asked him directly why so many young people are attracted to extremist
groups like the Alt-Right and white supremacy groups. (We could just as easily ask why so many
young people join violent gangs or even travel abroad to join groups like ISIS.) The interviewee
was very clear in his response. He said there are THREE things that all young people need:
Identity; a Sense of Belonging (community/relationships); and Purpose.

Upon hearing this, I couldn’t help but wonder about our own young people here at New
Jerusalem and those in the community here in Lovettsville. If you attended our Christmas Eve
Festival service just two weeks ago, you couldn’t help but notice the rather large number of
young people who were present – a multitude of young men and women in their 20's or 30's –
often sitting in groups of 6 or 7 together. After the service as I was greeting people in the foyer, I
spontaneously mumbled, “Where did all these young men come from?” An older woman, whom
I did not know and who is not a member of New Jerusalem, overheard my comment and said:
“There are lots of young men who live in Lovettsville!” I couldn’t help but think, “Yes, but we
don’t see them here on Sunday mornings!” Now granted, many of those young men and women
were very likely home for Christmas from college or jobs elsewhere . . . But all of them? I doubt
it!

My experience at the Christmas Eve service was followed by another with our own teenagers who
are in the Youth Confirmation group. We met the next Thursday to watch and discuss the film,
Luther: The Idea that Changed the World.” Insofar as Martin Luther had some major issues with
God and with the Church in his day, one of the questions we discussed included: “What do you
consider the biggest problem young people today have with God? With the Church?” By now I
should know to be careful when I ask teenagers a question, because sometimes they’ll tell you
exactly what they really think. In this case they did! One confirmand commented: “Church just
doesn’t seem very relevant.” I was aware that none of the other kids disagreed with or challenged
this sentiment. Could it be that many contemporary teens don’t see much of a connection between
their personal identity, need to belong, and desire to have a vital purpose in life with God and
Church?
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As I thought about this, I realized that many young people find their  identity, sense of belonging,
and purpose in places than the church. Some find these needs satisfied on sport’s teams or
through their school: identity is found by being the pitcher on the baseball team, or football
linesman, or the long distance track star. Some find identity by being the class “nerd,” IT geek,
being a cheerleader, a member of the band, or member of some other school club. Of course,
one’s identity also develops in one’s home by what one’s parents tell a child and reinforce through
family interactions. School peer groups and sports teams also allay that deeply-felt need to belong.
All schools have some sort of logo that provides a sense of identity and belonging. When I was in
high school, I was one of the “Patriots” of Patrick Henry High School. AND when it comes to
purpose . . . Well, being the best at whatever sport you’re playing and/or winning can be a strong
driving purpose as can getting the best grades, winning any kind of award, or earning some kind
of promotion.

And we adults? Don’t assume that these compelling needs of Identity, Belonging, and Purpose are
restricted only to young people. In the 1990s, a George Gallup poll revealed the “Six Basic
Spiritual Needs of Americans.” These included:

1. The need to believe that life is meaningful and has a purpose (PURPOSE);
2. The need for a sense of community and deeper relationships (BELONGING);
3. The need to be appreciated and respected (IDENTITY);
4. The need to be listened to and to be heard (IDENTITY);
5. The need to feel that one is growing in the faith (IDENTITY & PURPOSE);
6. The need for practical help in developing a mature faith (IDENTITY &

PURPOSE).
Those of us who have retired know that a major retirement challenge can be redefining one’s
identity and finding a meaningful purpose in life, as both our identity and purpose have often been
defined in earlier years by the jobs we have held.

This, of course, raises the question of what we the people of God here at New Jerusalem can do
to help others (our family members, friends and neighbors) to see the connection between God
and church with their identity, need to belong, and their purpose in this life.  And what does this
have to do with this the first Sunday after the Epiphany in our Church Year?

The word “Epiphany” means “manifestation, a making known – a time when we retell stories of
how Jesus became “manifest” to the world, revealing his identity and purpose. And on this
particular Sunday of the Epiphany season, the gospel reading always retells the story of how Jesus
was baptized by John the Baptist in the River Jordan. The gospel writer Mark tells us that as Jesus
submits to baptism, the heavens are “torn apart.”When Jesus comes up out of the water, he
doesn’t just go on with life the same as before. Instead, God bridges the gap between the divine
and the human and Jesus hears those incredible words voiced from heaven: You are my Son, the
Beloved; with you I am well-pleased.” How’s that for gaining clarity about one’s identity? God
made Jesus’ identity quite clear to him. In fact, this gospel passage is all about Jesus’ IDENTITY.
Jesus is God’s Son, the Beloved!

Throughout his earthly life, Jesus identity was expressed in many different ways. He was known
as “teacher,” “rabbi,” “miracle worker,” “healer,” “Emmanuel,” “messiah,” “prince of peace” – to
name just a few. You might remember that some religious leaders asked John the Baptist, “Who
are you?” John first responded by telling them who is was NOT before finally saying, “I am the
voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the way of the Lord.’” How would you
respond to the question, “Who are you?” 
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Like with Jesus, we too have many aspects to our identity. Imagine, if you will, creating an
EPIPHANY TREE – something that would reveal or manifest your identity. The Epiphany tree
would be like a Christmas tree, except instead of putting Christmas ornaments on it, you hang
ornaments in which each ornament depicts some aspect of your identity. What ornaments would
you hang on such a tree: Teacher? . . . Husband? . . . Mother? . . . Musician? . . . Student? . . .
Athlete? And what would you place on the top of the tree, the “crown jewel” so to speak, of your
identity? What do you think Jesus would place on the top of his Epiphany tree? I suspect he
would place an ornament that states, “Beloved Son of God”!

When we are baptized, God says to each one of us: You are my son, you are my daughter, the
Beloved; with you I am well pleased. It is reported that when Martin Luther was tempted to
doubt, he didn’t battle temptation by saying, “I am a Christian” or “I believe,“ but he would say,
“I am baptized.” As one author has put it: 

The strength of [Luther’s] faith was found in his baptism – when God put a claim on him.
So, too, we have the assurance through baptism of being children of God and being filled
with the Holy Spirit – even when it seems as though everything and everyone else is
giving contrary messages, e.g. ‘You’re nobody.’ Our baptisms are not what we have
done, but what God has done to us.1

Jesus’ baptism at the River Jordan is not just an “epiphany” of who Jesus is, of Jesus’ identity – it
is also an “epiphany” of who believers are as we receive Jesus Christ by faith.  In baptism we are2

given a new identity! Our true identity is not something the world, or our work place, or our
friends, or any sport’s team can give us; instead, our true identity is God-given.

When Jesus’ was baptized, God proclaimed his identity. But Jesus’ baptism also marked the
beginning of his public ministry. Throughout the rest of our church year, we will continue to hear
stories of exactly how Jesus’ purpose plays out: where he goes; what he does; and the community
of belonging that he creates with his followers – a community of which we are a part. In hearing
these stories and reflecting upon them, we will delve more deeply into our own identity and
purpose. And we will once again discern how God has, through Jesus, bridged the gap between
the Divine and the human.

But the challenge remains . . . How do we reach out to a world in which people of all ages long
for identity, a sense of belonging, and purpose? There are a lot of voices out there in the world
offering identity, belonging, and purpose, but those voices don’t always present God’s vision. In
February, our church Council will host a planning meeting to address the challenge of how we as
a congregation can so align ourselves with God’s Holy Spirit that this congregation can reach out
to others with God’s divine and compelling answer to humanity’s most basic needs. Anyone
who’s interested is welcome to attend that planning meeting. In the meantime, reflect upon your
own sense of identity, belonging, and purpose. Consider and create your own Epiphany tree. And
then come and worship with us in the coming weeks as we move through this Epiphany season
and address these concerns.
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