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August 20, 2017 
Year A; 11th Sunday after Pentecost 
Genesis 45: 1-15 
Psalm 133 
Romans 11: 1-2a, 29-32 
Matthew 15: 10-20, 21-28 
 
“In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.” 
 
A few years ago, I attended a lecture or a workshop…I do not remember who 
led it or even the topic but one thing the speaker said stayed with me. 
The speaker told of an exercise he had done with a group, in which he asked the 
group to write down their 10 key attributes, 10 identifiers for themselves, the 
10 that say who they are…. 
 
Brother, mother, husband, farmer, engineer, American, Presbyterian, Christian, 
believer…..runner, hockey player, fan of Tech football or UVA basketball….who 
are we and what 10 identifiers would we choose? 
 
Well, next the speaker asked the group to drop one identifier, which ever was 
the least important, then another, and another. The first choice was pretty easy, 
but the subsequent ones got harder and harder. 
 
Until the participants each had just 3 identifiers left….their most precious. The 
exercise had started out light-hearted, but surprisingly intense emotions 
emerged as folks really thought of what mattered to them, who they were and 
to even imagine giving up any of themselves. 
 
Finally the participants were asked to choose only one identifier to keep….who 
were they at their most elemental, who were they first, and only?? 
 
As the workshop was a Christian gathering, not surprisingly, being a Christian 
was often in the final 3 for people….but rarely was it their final attribute….their 
most elemental self…. 
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The exercise served to make folks think more deeply about their lives and their 
faith, and what it means to be a Christian and how central it is to their 
identities…. 
 
I am honestly not sure how my own answers would have turned out if I had 
done this exercise….I know being a Christian and a priest would have been 
among the last identifiers I’d keep, but so would being a wife, a sister, a 
friend…those are central to me too central too……..Hearing of this exercise 
made me ask myself: How central is my faith to me, what does it mean for me 
to be a Christian? How seriously do I take being a Christian? 
 
This past week has been a markedly painful and tumultuous one for our 
country, and a week in which I have thought much about what it means to be a 
Christian today, right now, in this environment of shockingly hate-filled 
language and violent, murderous actions, what is my responsibility as a 
Christian, what is my call? 
 
If I am serious about being a Christian, what am I to do? 
 
Our Old testament reading about the reconciliation of Joseph and his brothers, 
and the gospel about the Canaanite woman and her courageous and even sassy 
advocating to Jesus for her suffering daughter…both of these rich and full 
readings could be a sermon in themselves, but I am going to focus today on our 
opening collect, that reads in part: 
 
“Almighty God, you have given your only Son to be for us a sacrifice for sin, and 
also an example of godly life: Give us grace to receive thankfully the fruits of his 
redeeming work, and to follow daily in the blessed steps of his most holy life….” 
 
This opening prayer reminds us that Jesus our Savior came to save us from the 
power of sin, and to give us an example, an earthly example as to how we are to 
live as Christians….so that we might try to, as the prayer says…. “to follow daily 
in the blessed steps of his most holy life…”. 
 
How do we as Christians commit each day afresh, especially now in these 
violent and divisive times, to following in those blessed steps of Jesus? 
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As a beginning, I’ll offer two guides and two actions for us to consider. 
 
The first guide is from the words of Jesus at the Last Supper, the night we 
remember on Maundy Thursday, when Jesus knew he was hours from facing the 
authorities, to being arrested, beaten, crucified, and killed… 
 
At the Last Supper Jesus gave his friends, and us, the new commandment, not a 
commandment of violence or vindictiveness or conquering or being first, no, the 
commandment Jesus gave us just before he suffered and died for us, was…to 
love one another… 

 The Gospel of John tells us:  

I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved 
you, you also should love one another. 35 By this everyone will know that you 
are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”  (John 13: 34-35) 
 
If we are serious about being Christians we must hear and absorb and form our 
lives around his commandment to us. 
 
 
The second guide comes from the service of baptism for the Episcopal Church, 
the Baptismal Covenant that we re-commit to at every baptism. If we are 
serious about being Christians, we must look at and claim these words we have 
said so often. 
 
 The first half of the baptismal covenant comes from the words of the Apostle’s 
Creed. The second half asks us to re-commit to the central tenets of our faith as 
Christians, asking us several questions, including: 
 
“Will you persevere in resisting evil, and, whenever you fall into sin, repent and 
return to the Lord? 
 
People: I will, with God’s help. 
 
Will you strive for justice and peace among all people, and respect the dignity of 
every human being? 
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People: I will, with God’s help. 
 
We will notice that each reply is not a confident, “yes I will!” or the less 
confident: “gosh, I hope so” or the realistic: “well, we will see, but I’m pretty 
weak on my own, and I tend to wander like a lost sheep”. 
 
Fortunately, the reply is not about us alone, but instead: 
 
 “I will, with God’s help.” 
 
I will, with God’s help.  We are called to do our best to offer God’s love, but 
never us alone…always, always asking for leaning, on relying on God’s help. 
 
So I promised two guides, and now, two actions. 
 
The first action I would suggest is for us, as followers of Jesus, to offer a small 
gift to the world….and commit to using kind and thoughtful and civil language 
with every person we meet. Our country has become so quick to speak in anger, 
to speak with contempt and ridicule for others, if we are serious about being 
Christians, we can be known tangibly by our love, by the language we use, and 
do not use.  
 
The second action I would suggest for us is to commit to pray, to no more and 
no less than conversation and silence with our God, unburdening our hearts and 
listening for that still small voice in the storm.  
 
Pray for our country, pray for those who are frightened and threatened, pray for 
our Jewish brothers and sisters and our African American brothers and 
sisters…who never imagined they would see a Nazi and KKK rally in America in 
2017…..pray for our brothers and sisters. 
 
In closing, this sermon reminded me of a conversation I had every spring with 
the 5th grade boys I taught at St. Christopher’s School. Most of the boys had 
known me as their chaplain and teacher since kindergarten. 
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And now, after 6 years of chapels and classes with me, they had a question for 
me. The question always came in the spring as 5th grade boys turned 11 years 
old and had a lot of questions…they were just old enough to begin to think for 
themselves, to wonder and to doubt, and to test….to begin the first steps of 
thinking on their own, to discovering and owning their 10 attributes, who they 
were, who they would grow up to be…….what they would offer to the world…. 
 
In the spring months of 5th grade the boys often worked to ask questions to get 
me off the subject…..but one question always came, after 6 years together, a 
boy would raise his hand, as we were studying the life of Jesus together in our 
5th grade class, a boy would ask, encompassing all of those chapels and classes… 
 
“Mrs. Limburg, do you really believe all of this?” 
 
Do we believe, do we take seriously being Christians? 
 
Do we work to love one another, do we strive to respect the dignity of every 
human being…? 
 
I can only answer..….I will, with God’s help. 
 
 
Amen. 
 
The Rev. Megan Limburg 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


