Sermon preached at The Church of the Holy Trinity, Philadelphia 

by The Reverend Alan Neale on Sunday March 20th 2011
The Struggle for Identity

Walking west on Chestnut Street this past week, an elderly man stopped me. He had observed my grey trilby hat, dark trousers, black shoes and overcoat and had made a conclusion which prompted him to ask me, “Are you an attorney?”. I lifted my chin, which obviously had been hiding this plastic collar (this ring of confidence), and told him, “No, I’m a priest!”. “Oh,” he said with a little disappointment and walked on by!
If at that moment I had been struggling in some existential angst about my true identity, that ‘brief encounter’ would doubtless not have helped.

While serving in a parish in Newport, Rhode Island I was, for some puzzling reason, invited to a rather dazzling and daunting social affair. At dinner I found myself seated next to one of the few ‘grand dames’ of that peculiar place called Newport! This woman had a deserved reputation for scathing and blunt comments, for disdain for common courtesy (at times) and for not suffering fools gladly, in fact not suffering many people gladly. I was alarmed! After ten minutes or so, the conversation moved from the person on my right to, argh!, the feared female on my left. Silence… I then said (pathetically), “You won’t know me, but I am Rector of St. Columba’s Chapel”. She tartly retorted, “Oh, I know what you are! I don’t know who you are!”… and I was in no position to point out the grammatical error of that question! She became someone for whom I had great affection and with whom I had several conversations about ‘eternal verities’.
But, if at that moment I had been struggling in some existential angst about my true identity, that ‘brief encounter’ would doubtless not have helped.
The struggle for our identity is surely one of the most persistant, pervasive and profound struggles which engage us; though often it is the struggle which we deny, postpone or simply ignore. As parish priest, I have heard countless times something like this, “Oh, I know this matters but I can’t deal with it today, I will tomorrow”. I expect, in true musical form, little Annie then to appear and sing, “Tomorrow! Tomorrow! I love ya Tomorrow! You're always a day way!”.
This struggle for identity is one in which Nicodemus, hesitantly (notice John 3:1, he comes to Jesus “by night”) but definitively (notice John 3:2,4,9, he persists with his questions) engages. Terrier-like, Nicodemus has grasped (though really he has been divinely and loving grasped by Jesus) the struggle to define and understand his true identity. Oh yes, he may well be a “member of the Jewish ruling council” (John 3:1); oh yes, he may well be a “teacher of Israel” (John 3:9) but he seems to lack foggiest, vaguest, haziest idea of who he really is, of whom he is called to be! We can sit in pews forever and a day, we may be cradle Episcopalians, we may have positions of leadership, we may be recognized as wise and spiritual people but… we know we lack the assurance (the blessed assurance) of knowing that we are beloved daughters and sons of God, of knowing that we can be “born again”, begin again, any time, any how, anywhere!

This struggle is described with plain reality, pervasive honesty and persuasive humour in the texts chosen for One Book, One Philadelphia 2011 – books by Sherman Alexie,  a Spokane/Coeur d'Alene Indian, who grew up on the Spokane Indian Reservation in Wellpinit, Washington… “War Dances” and “The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian”.
In “The Diary”, Alexie tells his friend Gordy, “’The people at home [on the reservation], a lot of them call me an apple!’. ‘Do they think you’re a fruit or something?’ he asked. ‘No, no,’ I said. ‘They call me an apple because they think I’m red on the outside and white on the inside.’ ‘Ah, so they think you’re a traitor,’. ‘Yep.’ ‘Life is a constant struggle.’” (pp. 131/132).
Again, “If the government wants to hide somebody, there’s probably no place more isolated than my reservation, which is located one million miles north of Important and two billion miles west of Happy.” The struggle for Alexie is to discover Important and to locate Happy.

Last night I scanned 15 – 20 reviews of these books… every one contained the word “struggle”!

This is why, when Mr. Alexie visited a Philadelphia public school, the students received him warmly, they laughed with him, they literally made music with him. Why? Because his articulation of ‘struggle’ resonated with their own experience!
And in like manner, please God, Nicodemus’ articulation of ‘struggle’ resonates with our own experience! And to the degree that we articulate, express, confess such a mythic, psychic struggle in our life here… we will see people come and stay!
The question of Nicodemus “How can this be?” is the theme song, the leitmotif, protesters’ chant of those ‘in struggle’ for their identity! 
This question rescues from the dangers of torpid indifference and criminal acquiescence!
This question leads us to discover, continually, that Jesus both identifies with our struggle, walks with  us in our struggle, and leads us out of our struggle. Therefore, “lift high the Cross” – “led on their way by this triumphant sign, the hosts of God in conquering ranks combine”.

In his poem “Ode to Small-Town Sweethearts”, Alexie writes, “O when you are driving through a blizzard and your vision has been reduced – has been scissored – into two headlights and a noose, how joyous to come upon the Wizard of Snowplows driving his glorious machine. Now you will survive if you ride in his slipstream. He pushes back the fear and ice”.
“Lift high the Cross” – “… you will survive if you ride in his slipstream. He pushes back the fear and ice”.

Thanks be to God. Amen

