Sermon Preached at The Church of the Holy Trinity, Philadelphia on Sunday March 13th 2011 
by The Reverend Alan Neale
“The Birthright of Identity”

The politician was busy, very busy, canvassing prior to an election. During this time he visited a residential home for the elderly within his constituency; once there he became frustrated because all the residents seemed indifferent to his person as well as his cause. Exasperated, he pouted to one resident, “Do you know who I am?”. There was silence and then the resident responded, “No. But if you ask the nurse at the desk, I’m sure she can help you!”.
Who am I? The quest for identity.

Given it is Lent, I will make a confession that recently I have been watching the final season of Lost; well, my poor little brain needed a vacation! In one episode two of the main protagonists (John Locke and Charles Widmore) meet and the very first question they ask of one another is, “Do you know who I am?”. 

Who am I? The quest for identity.

If you were in Centre City yesterday, you would have encountered many people arrayed in different shades and shapes of green; the usual anticipatory celebration for St. Patrick’s Day! Now these folk seem in no doubt of their identity even though for some, perhaps, the actual link with an Hibernian ancestry is somewhat tenuous.
Who am I? The affirmation, the birthright, of identity.

It’s interesting to note that the very question “Do you know who I am?” can be asked in tones of querulous plaintiveness or arrogant pusillanimity.

Who am I? What is the birthright of my authentic identity?
The birthright of identity of Adam and Eve in today’s reading from Genesis chapter two is categorically and patently clear. They are settled in a good and safe place, with opportunity for honourable and productive toil and they are intended to have an open and accessible relationship with the God who made them and who loves them! But tragically this birthright of identity is threatened and begins to be obfuscated with accretion of rebellion, disobedience and estrangement. 
The birthright of identity of Jesus is categorically and patently clear in the fourth chapter of Matthew, today’s Gospel. This birthright identifies Jesus as the Son of God, chosen and beloved. But the temptations reveal to us the temptation to doubt, forget, overlook, even deny that identity – and, surely, that resonates with our experience, yes?

The texts chosen for the 2011 One Book, One Philadelphia program are both written by the author, Sherman Alexie who is, by his own naming, a Native American. “War Dances” is a collection of short stories and poetry described by one reviewer as “grabbing you quickly by the emotional throat and not letting you do until the end”. “The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian”, a New York Times’ bestseller and a National Book Award winner, “chronicles the contemporary adolescence of one unlucky boy trying to rise above the life everyone expects of him”.

The theme of discovering our true identity is a Lenten spiritual theme par excellence and the journey is well corroborated in the two texts of One Book, One Philadelphia 2011.

All too often the Native American, the American Indian, has his or her identity defined for them. And so when an old man is presented with a fantasy exit interview, one question is “True or False? When a reservation-raised Native American dies of alcoholism it should be considered death by natural causes” (War Dances, pg. 56). Ouch!
In “The Diary”, Alexie writes, “During one week when I was little, Dad got stopped three times for DWI” Driving While Indian” pg.46). Ouch!

Again in “The Diary” Alexie writes, “But we reservation Indians don’t get to realize our dreams. We don’t get those chances. Or choice. We’re just poor. That’s all we are. You start believing that you’re poor because you’re ugly and stupid. And then you start believing that you’re stupid and ugly because you’re Indian. And because you’re Indian you start believing you’re destined to be poor. It’s an ugly circle and there’s nothing you can do about” (pg.13). Ouch!

And Mr. P (a geometry teacher) confesses, “When I first started teaching… we beat the rowdy ones. That’s how we were taught to teach you. We were supposed to kill the Indian to save the child”. “You killed Indians?”. “No, no, it’s just a saying. We were supposed to make you give up being Indian. We were trying to kill Indian culture”. Ouch! Ouch! Ouch!

The political earthquakes taking place in Arab and North African countries are largely due to populations trying to claim and establish their birthright of identity as free, autonomous and significant.
The recent debate in the Maryland House of Representatives, concerning the Same-Sex Marriage Bill, provoked Luke Clippinger, a gay man, to declare, “I’ve heard that somehow I am less than natural, less than human, less than… I am here today to claim to this House that I am not less than!”.

The famous opening words of Rousseau’s “Social Contract” declare, “Man is born free and everywhere he is in chains”.

The spiritual journey for us all, so clearly defined in this period of Lent, is to reclaim our birthright of identity (that we are made by God, loved by God) and to cast off the chains which impede the exercise of that authentic identity!

In the Diary, Alexie makes the most phenomenal and crucial journey. On page 40 when he poignantly writes, “I couldn’t say [I deserve better]. It wasn’t true. I mean, I wanted to have it better, but I didn’t deserve it”. But on page 189 when his coach says, “You can do it”, Alexie responds, “I can do it”. And adds, “Do you understand how amazing it is that from anybody. It’s one of the simplest sentences in the world, just four words but they’re the four hugest words in the world when they’re put together. You can do it”.
 We are entitled, we are gifted, by our Divine Creator to move from a sham, imposed identity of burden, guilt, failure to our true birthright identity of made and loved by our God!

Listen to these triumphant, liberating words from St. Paul in his letter to the Romans (Message Translation): “ Can you imagine the breathtaking recovery life makes, sovereign life, in those who grasp with both hands this wildly extravagant life-gift, this grand setting-everything-right, that the one man Jesus Christ provides?”. This sovereign, extravagant, setting-everything-right life is our true birthright of identity. Anything else you are told is a lie!
So be it! Amen! 
