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John 15: 9-17

Identity
Dear Friends in Christ, Grace and peace be unto from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus, the Christ.

Who are you?  When asked that question I suppose that we could reach for our billfolds or purses and produce some sort of identification card…like a driver’s license.  
[picture of drivers license
But we know that we are a whole lot more than a card or a number.  
[Blank]

What makes you YOU?  Well, for each of us it is perhaps quite complicated.  We have been shaped by our relationships, education and the experiences we have had.
If you were to be thrust into a situation where no one knew you, how would you identify yourself?  Who would you say you are?
Well for me I suppose I could say things like:

I am Obed Nelson, the son of Rev. A. P. & Hilda, 
[picture of AP & Hilda]
the brother of Joel and Paul, 
[picture of the three brothers]
the husband of Susanne Bordsen 
[wedding picture of Obed & Susanne]
and the father of Tobin, Stefan and Erin.

I have two graduate degrees from Luther Seminary 
[picture of Luther Seminary]
and attended six different schools in my first 8 grades—two of which were one room schools. 
[picture of rural schools]
I am a U.S. citizen born in South Dakota 
[map of US]
but have lived in Wisconsin, Kansas, Minnesota, Illinois, Texas, North Dakota and Alaska. 
I was baptized at Lake Madison Lutheran Church and learned to love singing hymns with my family around our old upright piano.

I am a lousy golfer and a mediocre bridge player but love fishing for salmon on the Kenai River.
[picture of fishing]
I am a pastor at Peace Lutheran, a wonderful congregation with a membership and staff who are excited about what God has done and is doing. 
And since today is Syttende Mai, the 17th of May, I would be remiss by not telling you of my identity as a Norwegian and the fact that I love lefse and  hosting lefse-making parties:

[lefse party]
And I could go on……..but you get the idea.  A lot goes into shaping our own identity….who we are and how we see ourselves. 
[blank]

In today’s gospel lesson we hear Jesus helping his disciples to see themselves in light of their relationship to Him…..he was helping to shape their identity.
[picture of Jesus in upper room]
And these incredibly important passages in many ways help us to shape our own identities…because you and I gather here today to be reminded of who we are or perhaps more importantly, whose we are.
In this context, let’s highlight several things that Jesus said:

First, he said:  “As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you”
Think about that for a bit.  I remember the first time I heard Susanne tell me, “I love you.”  Wow.  My feet didn’t touch the ground for days.  And for 43 years Susanne has showered me with countless acts of unconditional love.

Jesus said to his disciples, “I love you, just as God loves me.”  It must have had a tremendous impact on John.  He was known as the disciple whom Jesus loved.  How about that for identity?  When asked about how he saw himself, think of John answering, “I am the one that Jesus loved.”  Or to take a phrase from the book, The Shack, Papa—the overweight black mother who is the God figure in the book-- tells Mack:  “I am especially fond of you.”  

Imagine claiming that thought for yourself:  “Jesus is especially fond of me.”  
Jesus also said:  “You did not choose me but I chose you”
Jesus could have chosen lots of others for his A-Team who were brighter, better educated, and more disciplined.  But he didn’t.  He chose a rag tag bunch of men who certainly fell short of being qualified.  He chose fishermen -- known to be crude and foul-mouthed.  He chose a tax collector -- known to be a swindler. He chose a zealot -- a fanatical revolutionary.  And Jesus chooses you and me -- sinners, known to be less than perfect with all kinds of problems in our lives.
Is this not the core of the Gospel story?  God chooses us, not the other way around.
But lots of people perceive it differently.  They think that the key to life is to find God….that experiencing the love of God is dependent upon what they do or don’t do.  But the opposite is the truth of the Gospel.  Jesus could not have made it plainer to his disciples….and to make sure that they got it he said, “You did not choose me, but I chose you.”  This is the pure grace of God.   He says, I want you………regardless of what you have or have not done.  Pretty incredible, isn’t it?

Jesus went on to say:  “Love one another as I have loved you”
Jesus commanded this of his disciples.  It was not a suggestion.  It was not presented as a good idea.  He did not command them to like one another….let’s face it, a lot of people, perhaps most of us, are not very likeable.  But he commanded them to love as he loved.  This is the self-sacrificing, giving, “seeing the best in others kind of love” that views the neighbor in a completely different light.  This love is a verb….meaning it is action.  To love our neighbor with this kind of love means conscious decisions to act in a way that is in their best interest, regardless of whether or not we like them.  
And finally, he said:  “I call you friends”.  And a friend in Jesus’ day was a person willing to lay down his life for another friend.  
Those final hours with Jesus on the evening of Passover must have been mind boggling for John and the rest of the disciples.  These words and phrases must have been tattooed on them especially after the resurrection.  John and the rest looked back and saw themselves in a totally different way.
So, how do you see yourself?  What is your identity?  This weekend was a time for going to graduation parties.  And I’m sure some of you attended. And at each reception there were displayed items & pictures that gave glimpses into the shaping of each graduate’s identity.  
John, Peter and the disciples went on with their lives indelibly shaped by that last evening before his death.    All of us gathered today at Peace can find part of our identity that flows from that night and the events of the next several days.    I have put together a sentence from today’s text that sums up the identity that we share.  (repeat these phrases after me…..)
I am a child of God  (“I am a child of God”)
chosen to share His love  (“…chosen to share His love”)
in spite of my limitations  ( “in spite of my limitations”)
because Jesus loves me  (“because Jesus loves me.”)
and calls me his friend. (“and calls me his friend.”)
Amen.
