
Sermon, for Sunday, September 13th   
Matthew 4:18-22  
New Member Sunday & Baptism of Thea Grace Nowicki  
 

“We are still Disciples”  
 
 Grace to you and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 
Amen.  
 In an article in The Atlantic entitled, “Amnesia and the Self that Remains when Memory 
is Lost”, Daniel Levitin recounts the story of re-connecting with a prior acquaintance from 
college who had been diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumor that led to retrograde 
amnesia- in short, this friend couldn’t remember anything because the tumor had destroyed 
the memory center of the brain. The article begins with a question- Is a person’s identity found 
in what they can remember and their experiences, or is it found in something else?  As Levitin 
recounts the conversation with Tom, the acquaintance that he had re-connected with, he 
notices that, while Tom very clearly had a problem with memory, Tom was still….Tom. The fact 
that Tom had lost all of his experiences, couldn’t remember who he or his family or friends 
were or even what he did for a living still couldn’t change the fact that he was Tom.  
 The fact that someone could be who they are apart from their experience is foreign to 
us in all sorts of ways. We define ourselves by our degrees, our accomplishments, our 
experiences, by what we have acquired over time. There’s this pervasive notion among 
humanity that we are what we have experienced. For those who have suffered trauma, 
whether physical or mental, which is far too many of us, that trauma or abuse has a way of 
making us believe we are worthless, not good enough or somehow damaged goods. So many of 
us spend our lives pursuing that one more experience, one more thing, one more comfort or 
pleasure. When that opportunity gets taken away because of whatever circumstances-illness, 
injury, economic factors or dementia, we are so often led to feel that we aren’t experiencing 
life to its fullest.  
 It all begs the question- who or what are we when things are less than ideal? What are 
we when things do not go as they were planned? What are we, even when the dementia comes 
and takes away our experiences and abilities? Who are we apart from the things we do, the 
things we enjoy, the things we look forward to.  
 This is anecdotal, but I would guess that the statistics bear it out. I’ve heard of far too 
many people, usually men, who have a really rough time after retirement, even to the point of 
having a heart attack despite being in relatively good health. Because our job so often becomes 
who we are, when that is taken away, we lose our sense of purpose, our sense of identity and 
our sense of meaning.  
 The last six months have been an unsettling time for all of us in some way or another. 
Jobs, health concerns, who to hang out with, whether enough precautions are being taken, how 
to handle remote earning-all these questions have shaken what used to be assumed for us. It’s 
as if some things that have always been ours have been taken away. How have we reacted 
societally, culturally, and personally to this? Well, brothers and sisters, the answers to that 
aren’t great. Some have used the pandemic to justify laziness and slumber in spiritual growth, 
all under the guise of health and safety-Not many, but some. Others have used this time to 



complain, bemoan and otherwise commiserate about politicians, healthcare, other people’s 
behavior and how their favorite pleasures and comforts in life have been curtailed. More of us 
have resembled petulant children than mature adults in this time because our relatively easy 
lives have had a bit of hardship imposed on us.  
 Here’s the crux of it, brothers and sisters- if this life is all there is, the last six months 
have made it far more depressing than we would like to admit. If our experiences, feelings and 
perceptions are all that make life worth living, then the last six months have really put a 
collective damper on things.  
 But there is something more, something greater than our experience that governs our 
lives. When Jesus called the first disciples by the Sea of Galilee, they had no idea what they 
would live through and even suffer, and yet they followed. The new identity Jesus gave the 12 
was disciple-a follower, a learner, a doer of what Jesus commanded. There were more times 
than not where the disciples’ lack of faith was on display. Peter sank into the water after Jesus 
called him to come. James and John tried a power move to be the in charge guys when Jesus 
would return. Thomas doubted the good news of the resurrection. And yet, despite their 
experiences, the disciples heard the call of the Lord and followed, even in their moments of 
weakness, struggle, doubt, ineptitude and denial. Their identity did not change, despite all that 
they had experienced.  
 This weekend we will welcome Thea Grace Nowicki into God’s family through the waters 
of Baptism-She’ll be made a disciple. We’ll heard confirmands confirm their faith by boldly 
stepping forward and saying “This I Believe!” We’ll confess once again our relationship 
covenant, acknowledging that, even in the midst of a tumultuous life around us, we are still 
disciples, committed to our Lord and to one another. A pandemic, inconvenience, health 
concerns, loss of some favorite pleasures or even retrograde amnesia doesn’t change any of 
this. We are still disciples-Still called by the Lord in our baptism, still called to listen to his voice 
as Paul did in our first reading, still called to worship, to give sacrificially, and to be doers of the 
word and not hearers.  
 As disciples, there are also some things we must reject for our own spiritual health and 
well-being. We must reject the temptation to use the pandemic as an excuse to be absent from 
worship. We must reject the consumerism that the world fills us with. If you are watching 
worship at home in your pajamas not because you have health concerns but because it’s 
convenient, it’s time to remember your calling as a disciple. We must reject the opportunity to 
complain how things aren’t like they were in the past and instead remember the Lord’s call to 
follow Him where he has placed. We must reject the notion of attaching our hope to an earthly 
ruler of any political party and instead trust in the King of Kings himself.  
 The Lord’s calling you as a disciple has not changed. It came before your experiences, 
from the very foundation of the world. We are called to be disciples-Hearers, learners and 
doers of the word. But we are as disciples not by one who is capricious or mean. We are called 
by the one who loved us, who was us, who treats us not as we deserve but as a kind and 
gracious master. We are called by the one who poured out his life for the sake of his people-not 
out of strength or might but in weakness and suffering by giving up everything He had.  
 Perhaps you’ve had someone in your family with dementia or other illnesses that affect 
memory. To be a full time caregiver in any situation is incredibly challenging, and especially for 
those who are family when they don’t recognize you anymore. And yet, I would tell you, 



brothers and sisters, you see the most beautiful example of the gospel in those caretakers as 
they suffer with, care for and pour out their lives for the sake of parents or other loved ones. 
That’s the gospel in action right there, and this is what Jesus has done for you. Remember how 
he has poured out his life, and remember your calling as disciples, no matter what your 
experience, your struggles, your doubts your temptation. You are disciples because of the love 
of God in Christ Jesus for you. Amen.  
 


