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     As we continue in our series on identity, I want to begin by thinking about the transformation that happens within us as we become a new creation in Christ.  The first description that came to mind was identity crisis.  But that’s not quite right.  An identity crisis is defined as not knowing who you are or where you fit in.  But we know who we are.  God tells us, “You are my beloved child,” bought with a price, called to follow Jesus.

     We know who we are and whose we are.  But what we experience is something like identity dissonance.  (I made that term up, so please don’t Google it!)  You know who you are and who you want to be.  The problem is that you just can’t quite get there.  You have every desire to be a kind and loving person.  But somehow that isn’t always what comes out of your mouth.  You’re going to be a grateful and gracious person.  But before you know it, you’re irritated and complaining again.  

     It seems like the more you try to change and to become that person God has told you that you are, the more challenges to that identity come along.  And all of the voices and habits and patterns of your life seem to work against your realizing and claiming and living into the identity that God has given you.  Do you know that struggle?  I do.  Growing into our Christian identity comes with lots of growing pains.
     But the good news is this.  This is why Jesus came.  This is the power that he overcomes through his life, death, and resurrect ion for our lives.

     We see an example of Jesus’ power in our reading from Mark.  Mark doesn’t want us to miss this moment.  He puts it up front.  It is the first miracle that he tells us about.  Jesus speaks with authority not just in his teaching, but practices this power and authority by casting out demons.  He drives them out with authority.

     This is a powerful reminder that Jesus and his word is stronger and more powerful than any other power that would try to tie us to our old identity.  It is good news for those of us who tend to hear the negative voices, the critical voices, first, for those of us who for whatever reason have a hard time really hearing God’s truth about who we are, for those of us who have a hard time letting go of our past identity and claiming that truth for ourselves.  

     This story speaks particularly to those who are burdened, hurting, vulnerable, or without resources. This is not what God wants for you.  God wants freedom, healing, and salvation for you.  Jesus came so that these things would have the final authority in your life.

     As we receive this good news, as we follow Jesus and become more like him, we also become part of God’s authority over those things that work against truth, healing and salvation.  We share that message that each person is a beloved child of God with sacred worth.  No one is outside of the realm of God’s saving power in Jesus.  We, as God’s people the body of Christ, have been given the authority to share and to live this good news.  And as we share it with others, that truth grows within us, and our own identity is clarified.

     Jesus uses his authority to break the power that holds people back from living their true identity.  He is concerned for them:  for the children who are kept from him, for those who are suffering from illnesses, from demons.  He is concerned for those who are least, last, and lost.  As we follow him, we take up that same concern.
     This is what Paul is encouraging us to do in his discussion on meat offered to idols.  We might scratch our heads and skip over this passage quickly, thinking that it isn’t a topic that is relevant to society today.  But when we look more closely, we find that the intent of his argument was about those who were more mature and grounded in their identity within Christ making choices about their behavior out of concern for those who were the most vulnerable and the least grounded in their midst.

     Paul’s arguing, “Stop thinking about just yourself and your point of view.”  You have had a chance to be formed and shaped by God’s grace and love.  You have had a chance for this new identity of Christ to take hold and grow within you.  But there are others who aren’t there yet.  They are vulnerable.  They are wavering there on the brink between this old and new identity.  You know who you are, that you are free in Jesus Christ, but they are not fully formed in this new identity yet.  And so what does not impact you negatively, may still affect them negatively.  You know that these idols are just rocks and sticks.  But they see them and remember their idol worship in the past, partying at the pagan temples.  It brings back strong memories of their old identity. 

     Do you remember a few weeks ago we read Paul’s words as he argued that everything is permissible because we are free in Jesus?  Yet not everything is beneficial?  First we think about that personally and avoid those things that will harm us.  But then we also think about how it will impact others.  How will it impact the most vulnerable, and the weakest around us?

     We’re called to go beyond ourselves, and to be concerned about those who are more vulnerable among us, to be concerned for their physical and spiritual well being.

     Frank Couch puts it this way, “Paul never conceives of the Christ believer as an independent individual who would make decisions that involve him or herself only.  Quite the contrary in fact.  For Paul, the Christ believers are first and foremost involved in community.  This network of interconnectedness is precisely the ultimate criterion for Paul.  How one’s behavior will influence the behavior of others is paramount.  The good of the community comes before anything else.”

     And so, as those who follow Jesus, who have this maturing identity in him, we have an attitude of concern that looks past ourselves, our opinions, our ability to resist temptation, our ability to make it, and we do what we can to protect those who are weak and do not have the same resources.

     We have a long history of this as United Methodists.  John Wesley didn’t want to, but he decided to “become more vile” and preach outside in the fields rather than in his formal church pulpit so that he could reach the coal miners with the good news.    

     Wesley realized that he was the stronger one in his faith, in his identity in Jesus, so he was the one who should become uncomfortable, to limit himself out of concern for the salvation of these men.

     We do the same thing today by accepting different music, different behavior, or dress than we might prefer because we are those who are more mature in our Christian identity.  We remember what a struggle it was for us to grow into this identity.  And so out of concern we try to make it a little easier for them.  

     We do this in our social beliefs and practices around things such as alcohol, gambling, and sexuality because even though we as those who are mature in our Christian identity and strong in the fruit of self-control might not be tempted, we are concerned for those who might be.  We know that lives and families are destroyed by addictions to alcohol, drugs, gambling, and pornography.  And so we take a stand and limit ourselves so that we can protect those who are more vulnerable.

     We do the same in our social beliefs when we think about the rights of those who have not had as much power or privilege historically.  We realize that sin is sticky and that it takes generations to overcome the affects of poverty, violence, oppression, racism, or sexism.

     And so when we hear young women on college campuses talk about the violence that is pervasive and they way they have been victims, we are concerned and we listen to them and we stand with them.  When those of other races say that they are still experiencing the effects of racism, we listen to them and stand with them.  When children say they are being bullied or are anxious, when certain groups feel excluded from the church, we respond with the compassionate, concerned heart of Jesus.  

      We limit ourselves so that they can grow spiritually mature in their new identity in Jesus Christ.  We use our authority to listen, to speak out against evil and injustice and all of those things that would hold them back from salvation, wholeness, health, and spiritual maturity.  

     This is what Jesus has done for us.  He limited himself and came to save us.  May we do the same as we continue to grow in our identity in him.      

