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Last night we kicked off our stewardship season here at Caldwell.

Several groups gathered at members’ homes, mostly to build and deepen relationships with each other. Our small group dinners have become a welcomed way for us to strengthen the fabric of the church and we will be organizing new supper groups soon.
At last night’s dinners, and a few more next weekend, we’re spending part of the evening talking about stewardship. Ideally, stewardship is a way of life … an orientation that reflects the knowledge that all that we have and all that we are comes from God. Stewardship plays out in how we as members of the body of Christ, and Caldwell Church, return what we have – our time, our talent, our financial resources – to God in service to others.

Stewardship season is the moment in time when we take stock of all that God and the church give us … individually and collectively … a time when we think deeply and prayerfully and deliberately about what belongs to us and what belongs to God … and then we make commitments about what we need to keep for ourselves and what we will give back in the coming year.

Our stewardship season at Caldwell is brief … so we can stay focused. 
We will be talking and praying about God’s plans for us in 2009 for the next three weeks and each of us is invited to make our commitments on Oct. 19.  Our individual pledges will be kept private and confidential, of course. But the act of bringing our commitments will be public in the sense that we will do it together, as a community of faith …  in the worship of God, because, each week, that is the defining hour of our life together.
The theme for the season is “I am Caldwell” and for the next two weeks I will focus the sermon on what that means, because, we hope at least, it will mean multiple things to you. So you have to come back again next Sunday.
          *        *         *
We focus this morning on the first two words of that message: I am.

To be clear right up front, the “I” word is not about me and it’s not intended to be about you, at least primarily.  We fit into the picture here, of course, but as people of faith we are always on the most solid ground when we approach life with one overriding question: “Where is God in this?”

In this message, I am Caldwell, God is the subject of the sentence. God is the “I am.”

Scripture is full of names for God. Elohim and Adonai in addition to Yahweh or Jehovah in the Old Testament. Images of God like those we used in our call to worship are even more plentiful – God as crown and diadem, as a wall of fire, as purifier, king, judge as Alpha and Omega, beginning and end, and on and on and on.

But it is the name Yahweh, sometimes expressed as Jehovah, that appears most often in the Old Testament, some seven thousand times according to one count.  Ancient Jews considered it the essential name of God, so true, so inseparable from God’s very being that only high priests were permitted to speak it, only when they were in the Holy of Holies, the most sacred part of the temple, only once a year … and even then it had to be whispered.

It’s hard, isn’t it, to get our modern minds around a reverence that deep. God’s people held this name above all others because it is the name by which God wanted to be known.

When Moses nervously asked God whom he should say that was calling him to lead the Israelites out of bondage, God said:  “I am who I am. This is what you are to say to the Israelites …. This is my name forever, the name by which I am to be remembered from generation to generation.”  (Exodus 3:14, 15)

Moses didn’t ask for clarification on that particular point.  He didn’t say to God:  “What kind of name is that, ‘I am who I am?’  I’ll go to bat for you, God, but you’ve got to give me something better to work with than that.”
After all, the voice was coming out of a bush that burned but was not consumed.  And that was good enough for Moses.

In saying “I am who I am,” God was not trying to hide behind a riddle.  God was communicating God’s fullness … a uniqueness and a wholeness that goes beyond the details that appear on a driver’s license – name, address, gender, birth date. 

God declared “I am” and it was good enough for Moses.  But it’s different for us, isn’t it? Sure it is. We live in a skeptical age that doesn’t settle so easy, an age when we want proof.  So rather than settling for the statement “I am,” our culture so often defaults to the question that transcends all questions. That question is: Is there even a God at all?

   *     *     *

Francis Collins grew up in Virginia and North Carolina in the middle part of the last century.  He developed a passion for science as a boy. He went on to earn a PhD. in chemistry at Yale and then went to medical school at the University of North Carolina.

He became one of the world’s leading scientists and eventually led the team that completely mapped the DNA of our species, what is known as the human genome.  For devoted scientists, it was the ultimate triumph, especially for those who knew science would finally prove that creation was, after all, purely a matter of science, with no room or need for divine involvement.
As a young man, Dr. Collins himself was an agnostic and then later an atheist.  He wrote that he discounted the “spiritual beliefs of anyone who mentioned them in my presence” as “sentimentality and outmoded superstition.” 
 

But then he did a dangerous thing.  While still in medical school, he started talking to patients who believed there is a God – especially those who were sick and dying.  They told him about ”the faith that provided them with strong reassurance and the ultimate peace … despite terrible suffering that in most instances they had done nothing to bring on themselves.”
   

Then he did another dangerous thing.  He started reading books by the great novelist and theologian, C.S. Lewis.  His scientific rationale for disbelief in God began to melt away. Even as Dr. Collins was getting closer and closer to decoding the equation for human life, an achievement that other scientists said would negate the need for faith, his belief in God and his faith grew.

When the project was completed, he and President Bill Clinton stood before the world press to announce the remarkable news. Clinton said: “Today we are leaning the language in which God created life.  We are gaining ever more awe for the complexity, the beauty and the wonder of God’s most divine and sacred gift.”

It was Dr. Collins himself who made sure Clinton’s remarks to the world that day were shaped by a faith perspective. Collins later wrote that unlocking the genome was “both a stunning scientific achievement and an occasion of worship.” 
God said “I am” to Francis Collins … not through a burning bush but through Collins’ chosen language of science and through opening Collins’ mind, heart and soul to faith.
*        *        *

God does the same for us.  God continues to say “I am” to the world and to each of us.  And God’s self-revelation to Moses – and to us – was not, is not a static statement. The name God gave Moses that day can also be translated as “I am who I will be.”  
The name “I am who I will be” is a promise … a pledge … from a God who seeks to be known … a God whom theologian Karl Barth said created humanity, created you and me and the world, in order to be with us … a sovereign God whose universe was not complete without a people to love and to bless.
God promised to love and bless the people of Israel for all time and God extended that promise to the world in and through Jesus Christ, who said:

“I am the door for the sheep.”
“I am the good shepherd.”
“I am from above and not of this world.”
“I am the resurrection and the life.”
“I am the true vine. “
“I am the light of the world.”

In all of these ways, Christ fulfilled God’s promise to us … and we celebrate that today in communion, recalling Christ’s words: “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never go hungry and whoever believes in me will never thirst.”  
         *    *    *
With this good news, my friends, we can then ask: Who are we?

Who are we – you and me - in the light of God’s promise, made and fulfilled in Christ. 

The question question of identity … and there are few issues as complex and complicated as that one.

Individually, we are all prone to the occasional identity question, if not the full-blown identity crisis.  We may get plastic surgery. We may buy a red convertible sports car, or if we can’t afford one, we think about.  We lose track in the relationships that matter and get lost in the ones that don’t.  All because, on one level or another, we’re unsure of who we are.

Questions of identity aren’t limited to us as individuals. Here in Charlotte, we are also having a civic identity crisis.  

As a city known for its higher-than-average levels of philanthropy, we have lost trust in the organization that collects and distributes millions of our dollars to the agencies that that take care of those most in need … and it is those who are most in need who stand to suffer.  How will we respond?
As a city proud of its claim as the nation’s second largest-banking center, we’ve been jolted with the sudden fall and pending acquisition of one of our largest corporate citizens. (Not to mention the added confusion over who the buyer actually will be … and the economic impact that will ripple out.)
As a city that has for years been far healthier than most, we are facing up to our vulnerability and the unsettling possibility that maybe we really aren’t quite as special as we’ve been thinking.

And, as a city of sprawling affluent suburbs and often overlooked urban areas, we seem to be, at best, conflicted over whether we are going to reach back for those who are being left behind in inferior schools and out in the cold because of a shortage of affordable housing.

If there is any good to come out of this, perhaps it will cause us as a city to remember … and to refocus … on the things that matter that aren’t reflected on a corporate balance sheet – not just financial capital but social and human capital … not just fair value and equity in terms of assets … but fairness and equity in employment, housing and opportunity and justice.
          *          *         *

Whether, then, it is on the individual or the civic level, we all may be asking ”Who are we, really?”

And as I’ve said, the answer to that question is often elusive.  But if we change the question slightly … and ask “Whose are we?” … then the answer is immediately more clear.

We are the children of the God who said “I am” … an eternal, irrevocable promise.

In that promise, we can take refuge from all the fear and uncertainty that swirls around us.  In that promise, we recognize all that we have been given here at Caldwell.  

And because God keeps that promise every day, each of us is called.  You are called … and I am called … well … to respond to strengthen the body of Christ  here on 5th Street … and all those beyond this address we want to reach in God’s name.

And that is where we will pick up the story of our church and what we can do to say thank you to the one who said “I was … and I am … and I ever will be.”

Amen 
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