Stories That Shape Us: Wrestling for a New Identity
Genesis 32:22-31

The United Church of Indianapolis is located near downtown, but in a residential area. The congregation has existed for more than one hundred years. In the 1960s the membership reached 2,000. Currently, about 600 people are members.


The congregation’s building is sizeable. It has a large number of classrooms and a spacious sanctuary within an almost Gothic structure. The facility has limited parking and very little green space.


The congregation hasn’t experienced a time when the continuation of its life was in doubt. It, however, has experienced times—particularly in the 1990s—when its mission was unclear.

In the 1990s the congregation wasn’t effectively able to answer the question, “Who are we?” Long-time members saw their mission as that of a cathedral church, a place that invited those within their denomination from all parts of the metropolitan area to come together on Sunday for worship.

During this period, the neighborhood around the church building deteriorated. Abandoned homes became known as crack houses. Although some effort was made to save the local neighborhood, members of the congregation didn’t have a clear reason why they should help, and people in the neighborhood were uncomfortable seeking a connection with the church.


At one point in the late 1990s the church council hired a marketing agent to help the leaders create a “brand” for the congregation. This work became contentious. People couldn’t decide what they were about or how to communicate their identity.


In 2003 a new pastor came. This pastor had been highly effective in a 200-member congregation in northern Indiana. He had gifts in worship leadership, pastoral care, and community ministry. He knew scripture inside out and had a particular affection for the gospel narratives. He also was a fine storyteller. 


This is what he didn’t know. By his own account, he didn’t know how to preach to a larger congregation. He didn’t know how to budget his time in a larger church. He was uncomfortable with the amount of office time expected of him. In his first year, he’d often say, “I don’t know what I am supposed to be doing.”


His gifts, however, surpassed his self-evaluation. He’d served this congregation briefly in the late 1980s as a “minister to the community.” During that time he’d learned the history of the congregation. He knew who’d planted the large tree out front in memory of their grandmother and what the congregation’s first attempt at a feeding program looked like.

He’d also discovered, encouraged, and experienced a very positive experience of community interaction. A key member of the church—a high school orchestra teacher—was retiring. She went to the young pastor and said, “I’m going to be terribly bored. Is there anything I can do for the church?” He answered, “No. The church doesn’t need you, but the community does. The kids in the homes around the church have nothing to do all summer. Why don’t you teach them violin in our church basement? We’ll rent the instruments and buy the food. You teach.”


This began a violin program that still exists. The teacher, now in her nineties, still leads the endeavor. You walk through the neighborhood on a hot summer day, and you see and hear kids sitting on their front porch practicing. The “youth orchestra” plays as a group in worship services several times a year.


So when this pastor returns to this congregation he carries a vision and a strategy. His vision is that United Church will be a place that animates the spirit of God for the love of neighbor. And his strategy includes:
· Sermons rooted in the biblical story.
· Sermons that find parallels between the biblical story and congregational life.
· Telling the congregation stories of exciting engagement with the local community. These stories often are shared in the context of a gospel story or another congregational narrative.

· Sharing these stories in sermons; with committees and councils; during team meetings; and in one-on-one responses to congregants looking to their pastor for answers.
· Telling stories that all have a similar theme: The body of Christ raises the dead. For as the pastor says, “You don’t need to preach the gospel if you are raising the dead.”
· Not asking people to agree with the story—just to find themselves in some relationship with it.
· Asking the church council to empower a discernment team called the “Animators of the Spirit.” This team listens to, advises, empowers, and puts boundaries around ideas that people have about mission and ministry
· When the “Animators” get too excited about ideas, saying, “Slow down,” but never telling them stories of warning.

Here is one of the pastor’s favorite stories to tell:


We have a deacon who meets with everyone who comes in for help. A woman named Sallie came in looking for food. Our deacon asked Sallie what she likes to do best, what talents she likes to share. Sallie said she likes to cook. It was around noon so our deacon suggested that Sallie cook lunch for the staff—right then. They gave her fifty dollars for groceries and use of the kitchen. By 1:00 p.m. Sallie had prepared a feast for the staff. The deacon gave Sallie a grocery voucher and a big hug of thanks.


About a week later, the Fellowship Committee was planning the Vacation Bible School picnic. They needed a caterer. The deacon said he had one in mind. He called Sallie. She said she wasn’t a caterer. The deacon said, “Now you are.” They gave her a budget; she came in under budget and fed 100 people.


A few weeks later the congregation was hosting a banquet for the city of Indianapolis’ Chamber of Commerce. They needed a caterer. By then, the deacon had business cards printed for Sallie and called on her. She said, “I can’t cater for that group.” The deacon said, “Yes, you can,” and handed her 500 business cards.  Two weeks later Sallie fed 400 leaders from the city. She now runs her own thriving catering business, calls the church her home, and feeds hungry people. 


This story and others like it are helping the congregation shape a new sense of identity for itself. But that new identity hasn’t come without a struggle.


During a sermon, the pastor described something of that struggle:


Sometimes we in this congregation don’t notice our own griefs as we deal with the struggles of life and ministry in this place. But we are free to give room for others to offer their gifts when we face our own struggles and emptiness. . . . 

So today, what I want you to think of is the tears of our cathedral here—the tears of joy, the tears of grief, the tears of struggle, the tears of relief—that pour down our faces. These tears, when we cry them, give us strength to go on.

As our congregation prepares to enter a process that will help us explore the stories that have shaped us in the past and wrestle with the stories we’d like to shape us in the future, I thought it might be helpful to consider a few biblical stories that tell about people who moved from one phase in their lives to a new, more promising, more hopeful future. They allowed a new story to shape their lives—just as did the congregation in Indianapolis.


And just as with that congregation, the person at the center of our first biblical story struggled to emerge with a new identity.


Jacob had spent most of his life struggling. He struggled with his twin brother Esau—in part because their parents had played favorites. That struggle grew even more intense when Jacob swindled Esau out of the family birthright and their father’s blessing.


Rather than face the consequences, Jacob fled to his uncle’s home. Unfortunately, he didn’t leave his struggling behind. He and his Uncle Laban struggled over the women Jacob would marry, as well as the flocks and land they both wanted to own.

Jacob decided to flee again. But struggle seemed to be his constant traveling companion. He discovered that he’d soon have to face his brother. The one he’d cheated. The one who’d threatened to kill him.


And this is where we find Jacob in today’s reading. He sends his family across the river in an attempt to keep them safe. Then, alone in the dessert wilderness, Jacob faces a different struggle than the one he’d been fearing with his brother.

 
He finds himself in a wrestling match. We don’t have any details about the struggle other than it lasts all night.


Jacob’s wrestling partner finally wounds Jacob’s hip and says, “Let me go. It’s almost daybreak.” But Jacob won’t let go. He demands a blessing.


Of all the things for which Jacob could have asked, the thing he wants most is a blessing. And maybe that’s always what Jacob had wanted most. It’s just that the way he’d gone about trying to get that blessing had left him broken. All of his struggling hadn’t gotten him the thing for which he most deeply longed.


But now, by struggling with God, Jacob receives the blessing for which he’d always longed. And with that blessing, Jacob receives a new identity. He’ll no longer be Jacob—the deceiver, the grasper, the supplanter. Instead, he’ll be Israel—the one who struggles with God.


From this point forward, Israel will travel a different path. He’ll no longer flee from the messes his struggling has created. Instead, he’ll limp toward the life God offers.


This time struggling has given Israel a new identity, a new story, a new future. And he walks into that future wounded but more whole than he’s ever been.


This week several of us were talking about Harry Bronkar, who’s been a frequent guest preacher at CBC. Margaret Soukup mentioned that something Harry said has stuck with her. She remembers his saying, “God asks, ‘What may I do for you today?’”


As we wrestle to find stories that will help shape us—as individuals and a congregation—perhaps we can imagine God’s asking just that—“What may I do for you today?”


Our response may not be the same as Jacob, who asked for a blessing. But may we be courageous enough to name our deepest longing. And may we trust that God will bless us with what we need most—including an identity that reflects who God truly desires us to be. Amen.
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