
Who Am I?

Isaiah 43:1-7; Psalm 29; Acts 8:14-17; Luke 3:15-17, 21-22

Back in high school, every Friday and Saturday night, as I was heading out the door, I remember my

mother bidding me farewell at the front door with these weighty words, “Don’t forget who you are.”

You know what she meant. She did not mean that I was in danger of forgetting my name and street

address. She meant that I might forget who I was, who I also represented every time I walked out that door.

“Don’t forget who you are,” was her maternal benediction as I left home.

It is sometimes difficult in modern life, amidst the conflicting claims and confusion of names, to

remember who we are. We are forever answering to some false name, forever misunderstanding who we are

and by whom we are named. It is easy to forget.

I have sympathy with youth today. “Who am I?” is a particularly pressing question for youth. The

search for the self, the quest for one’s identity consumes much of our teenage years. And today there are

myriad causes, groups, philosophies, and cults that are willing and ready to tell us who we are.

Who am I?

“You are mostly a sexual being,” the movies, soap operas, and songs tell you, lusting and being lusted

after. Your body is your most important possession; nurture it, love it, display it, caress it, show it off.

Who am I?

“You are mostly a brain, mostly a rational, thinking, reasoning being; absorbing facts and figures, going

to school – endless school – bowing down before the temples of Athena, living only to learn, not learning to

live. It’s not who you are but what you know,” the schools tell our children through twelve plus years of

education.

Who am I?

“You are mostly maker and spender of money, capitalist, doer, producer, obtainer, preparing for your
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first mortgage in suburbia with a two-car garage and thirty-year payments,” the advertisers and peddlers tell

us.

Who am I?

“You are the self-centered, autonomous, self-made being,” this modern, scientific, secular world tells

us. “Nobody will look out for you but you. You are the most important project in your life; nurture, care for, and

love your adorable ‘me.’ Look out for number one, satisfy, soothe, make happy, thrill, care for your lonely little

‘me.’” The truth is that the identity question of “Who am I?” is no longer over and done with by the age of

twenty-one. I know people in their thirties, their fifties who still ask the question, still experiment with their lives,

mixing in this and that, hoping the whole thing will jell before it blows up in their faces. They do not answer

always to the same name, because the names keep changing. Like Proteus, the hero of Greek mythology who

could change his shape at will, we continually change our shapes to suit the situation, going through endless

Protean metamorphoses as the situation demands.

To the pressing “Who am I?” question, the church has traditionally responded, “You are a child of God,

you are baptized.”

The way for a Christian to find out who he or she is, is not to jump on the rear of a Harley and head

west, but rather to come to the font and look into those graceful waters. The reflection of yourself that you see

there is who you really are.

Who am I?

“You are someone to whom a name is given.”

“What is the name of this child?” the minister has traditionally asked when a child is brought to the font.

This act of “christening” was the bestowal of the Christian name (as opposed to the child’s family name) upon

the child by the church. In ancient times, the church literally named the child, often in memory of some favorite

saint. The naming is reminiscent of the time when a person’s name was changed after a conversion
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experience or some dramatic change in life. Its biblical roots caan be seen in incidents like the changing of

Simon’s name to Peter or Saul to Paul.

Life becomes a long process of trying that name on for size, growing up to it, answering to it, giving it

meaning by the way we live our lives. At first, a big name like William, Catherine, Elizabeth, or Arthur will

sound strange when set upon a wee infant. But the child will grow into the name, filling it out, until one day it

feels natural, it fits, and we could not imagine the person with any other name.

Whether one’s name is actually given in the rite of baptism or not (which is usually not the case today),

baptism continues to be an occasion for naming. At baptism we are given the name “Christian.” That name, at

whatever age it is given, is a gift – unearned, unmerited, undeserved – like salvation itself.

In so doing, the church makes a radically different statement about who we are and how we get to be

who we are. We are telling the baptized person that his or her identity is a gift, a corporate endowment of the

church, something bestowed upon you by grace. We – who have been taught of late that identity is a personal

discovery, the end result of rooting about in the dark recesses of our own egos, or our fleeting glimpses of

ourselves as we drift from one momentary high to another – will be shocked to learn that identity is given

rather than earned.

We did not “discover” our identity as a member of a human family, nor did we earn our family name.

We got them as gifts. We learned who we were through the day-to-day love and care thafta omuirli es showed us.

We learn what

it is to be

called by the

name

“Christian” in

the same way.
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Give the new

Christian time

and he or she

will grow to

the name and

it will fit well.

Who am I?

Baptism says not only that we are the ones to whom a name has been given, but also that we are

royalty.

We sin, of course. And we live less righteously than we should. But our sin, our unrighteousness is

significant and troubling only because we know that we were made for something better. Our sin is

noteworthy, our inhumanity is blasphemous, only because it does not befit the character of ones so worthy!

Worthy, because we have been made worthy – bought, adopted, made heir, elevated by the King of kings

himself.

The Christian message is not that we should try hard to “act like somebody.” The Christian message is

simply, “We are somebody.” The church does not rest as long as even one of God’s heirs is in misery, hungry,

naked, oppressed, persecuted, lost. We do not rest as long as any institution, government, or person seeks to

warp or distort God’s royal image in any of God’s children.

In his book, Fishing Tips, Rev. Dr. John Pentland tells the story of Steve: 

“One cold winter morning I had my head down as I climbed the front steps of the church. Suddenly, I

was met by a 6'4" red-bearded man dressed in layers of clothes. His name was Steve. I knew him from his

occasional visits to the church looking for food, gloves or other clothes, or just a bit of friendly warmth.

Do you think I could have something to eat?” he asked.

4Who Am I.ser.wpd



“Sure,” I replied, and we went to the kitchen together. Making small talk along the way I said, “You

must be cold.”

“Tell me about it. Nowhere to stay. Was outside all last night.” he rubbed his big, rough hands together,

blowing on them to warm them.

 I genuinely have no idea what it might be like to sleep outside in minus 10BC temperatures. I opened

the staff fridge. I said, “We have some left over lasagna.” I placed a large serving on a plate and put it in the

microwave to heat. “I’m glad you can help us eat this up,” I said.

As we waited for the meal to heat and then as I served it to him, Steve told me a bit of his story. He

said he was a twin. He joked, “My brother left me for a woman, and I haven’t seen him since,” though the joke

seemed more sad than funny. He said, “I think he’s in B.C.”

After a while I said, “Look, I have to run down the street for a minute—I’ll be back soon. Take your

time. Finish your meal. Make yourself at home. Get warm. Okay?”

“I can stay while you’re not here?” He was surprised.

“Sure,” I said, “Maybe you could wash up the dishes when you’re done?”

He nodded a little, shrugged, replied, “Sounds fair to me.”

When I got back a few minutes later I found Steve huddled over a heat register. “What are ou doing?” I

asked. Then I saw he was crying.

“I came over to the register here to get warm,” he said, “But then I heard the children playing

downstairs.” I too could hear the sound of children’s voices and laughter coming up through the register from

the playschool one floor below. Quietly he said, ‘I rember when I was a kid. I didn’t worry about anything. I

didn’t think about whether I had a place to sleep at night ofr being warm . . .” his voice trailed off.

I was shaken y his tears and taken aback by his words. Maybe it was the defencelessness—this burly

adult man who, like me, like all of us, could be vulnerable as a child. And while most of us don’t think of
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ourselves this way, this man clearly did and was. I though to myself, “Come on , John, you’re the religious guy,

say something . . .” and I did, but not until after a long pause. I said, “You know you are a child of God?”

At that Steve turned slowly toward me and in all earnestness said, “You bet I am. And so are you,

Pastor. We are all children of God. God looks out for each of us according to our need. God watches out for

me, and for you too—“ and gesturing around the room, and so here we are, together, you and me. Needs met,

for now.”

. . . We talked for a while longer. In the end I told him he could stay for as long as he needed. He

turned back to the heat of the register and the sound of the children, sliding down to sit on the floor. Before I

left him, I glanced again at his big hands resting now on his knees, imagined them washing the dishes he’d left

neatly in the tray in the kitchen, wondering what they might have been like as child’s hands.

The next time I saw Steve he was pushing a shopping cart full of bottles. It was Christmastime. I heard

him again—as if he were saying it right there and then, again, “You bet I am. And you too, Pastor.” He saw

me, too, and waved. I experienced a flicker of joy in that wave.” (p. 75,76)

Who am I?

Baptism says not only that we are named and that we are royalty, but also that we are owned by God

forever. We are all children of God and God keeps what God purchases, and on the cross an awesome price

was paid.

I take this parable of Steve to be a baptismal parable. It is a parable of how easy it is, in the midst of

this life, to forget who you are and whose you are. So the church is here to remind you, to remind one another,

that we have been bought with a price, that someone greater than us has named us and claimed us and seeks

us and loves us with only one good reason in mind – so that we might be loved for all eternity.

You are a child of God, remember your baptism and be thankful, for this is who you are. (This sermon is

adapted from Will Willimon’s Remember Who You Are: Baptism, a Model for Christian Life, Nashville, The Upper Room)
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