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	This is Who We Are; This is Not Who We Have to Be

	Some days it is hard to find the right words.  Today, I lean upon the wisdom of a dear colleague, the Rev. Sheri Prestemon.  She is the Acting Associate General Minister & Co-Executive for Global Ministries for the United Church of Christ.  I first met her when we both served in the South Central Conference.  I was a local church pastor in Dallas and she was the executive director for the UCC’s Back Bay Mission in Biloxi, Mississippi.
 
Her words challenge and comfort me in these days of chaos and violence.  Perhaps they can help you, too. 
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Every time a horrific incident takes place in our country that should move us to serious introspection, the refrain rings out: “this is not who we are”.
 
Here’s the hard truth: this is who we are.
 
We are a country where shocking political violence is on the rise.
 
Where two Minnesota lawmakers and their spouses are shot in cold blood at their homes, and two of them died.
 
Where two Israeli embassy staffers were shot and killed in Washington, D.C.
 
Where a Pennsylvania Governor’s home was set on fire and the husband of the Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives was bludgeoned with a hammer at his front door.
 
Where insurrectionists stormed our nation’s Capitol on January 6, 2021.
 
Where judges and local school board members and other public servants are subject to increasing threats.
 
We are a country where immigrants are ‘disappeared’ from our streets, referred to as ‘aliens’, and rounded up in workplace raids.
 
We are a country with a sordid history of racial violence and an ongoing reality of white supremacy.
 
We are a country that has a dangerous preoccupation with guns.
 
We are a country bitterly divided, where civil conversation amidst differences of opinion is all too rare.
 
We are a country where loneliness has become an epidemic.
 
This is who we are.
 
AND…
 
This is not who we have to be.
 
Confession is a central practice in the Christian faith.  It requires us to acknowledge the ways in which we’ve strayed from God’s vision for us and all of Creation, to own up to our individual sin and to our collective sin as a wayward people. And then it invites us to repent, to “lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely” (Hebrews 12:1) and move with intention to a new way of being, a fresh witness in the world.
 
This moment in our nation is one that calls us all to confession and repentance. It demands that we name with utter clarity the difficult truths about who we are and what we’ve become. It can be an opportunity for us to turn a corner and find a new way forward together.  Or we can shake our heads in sad disbelief, and allow it to become an opportunity squandered, thus signaling our acceptance of the bitter status quo.
 
There is ample evidence in our nation’s current events that we are far from what God intends. We are doing harm to one another. Justice is in short supply. Grief grips us. We have forsaken our love of neighbor and left mercy in the dustbin.  
 
This is who we are. This is not who we have to be.
 
(Her original words can be found here: https://www.ucc.org/this-is-who-we-are/)
 
Grace and Peace,
Pastor Phil


