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 All of us, at all stages of life, try to answer one basic question.  That's what Henri 

Nouwen, one of my favorite writers on the spiritual life, says.  That basic question is not, "What 

shall I do with my life?", as in "what job shall I get, what career shall I prepare for?"    Nor is that 

question, "How can I find more meaning in life."  Rather, it is a yet more basic question.  That  

question, Nouwen says, is "Who am I?" 

 "Who am I?" is not only our question.  It was also Jesus's question.  Jesus faced this 

question at an age not much older than these young adults of this congregation who are listed 

here.  He confronts it at the point when he finally emerges from the womb of  his family, gets 

baptized, and steps out into the world.  The gospels report how the heavens open, and the 

Spirit of God descends, and the heavenly voice declares, "You are my beloved son, my beloved 

child.  That's who you are, Jesus," the voice says.  "That's the core of your identity, that's the 

most basic thing about you.  YOU ARE MY BELOVED.  And, Jesus,| the voice adds, "I'm pleased 

with you."   But Jesus, being human like you and me,  does not immediately absorb the truth 

that he is God's Beloved.  He has to  go through a wilderness of trying out other  answers to the 

question, "Who am I?" in order to finally claim his identity as God's beloved child. 

 One answer to the question, "Who am I?" that Jesus considers is, "I am what I do."   

That's what the devil first whispers to him.  "Jesus, your life is going to be all about what you 

do.  Your goodness and worth depend on what you do.  You're now stepping out into the world, 

so get about doing something good, something constructive.  Here, turn these stones into 

bread.  Feed hungry people.  So do something useful with your life. "   And Jesus thinks about it, 

because "I am what I do" is a common answer to the question, "Who am I?"  When I do good 

things, have a little success in life--become a good farmer, a good student,  a good professional 

worker, I feel good about myself.  I have an identity.  And when I get older I can look back at my 

achievements, my awards, my successful career path, I can look at all the people I served, I can 

look at my children that I raised, and I can say, "Look,  I did something good.  These 

accomplishments are me. "    And then, if I feel I haven't accomplished much,  if I haven't made 

a valued contribution, or maybe if I have failed, I start getting a little depressed, and might say, 

"That's me, look at how little I've done, I'm not so good."   And when I'm really old and can no 

longer do anything, I might conclude that I'm well, really nobody anymore.  Who am I?  To 

believe that "you are what you do" is a great temptation.  "Jesus," the devil whispers, "you have 

become an adult.  So now, do something useful.  Remember, you are what you do." 

 Then there's a second  answer to the question,  "Who am I?" that Jesus considers.  That 

answer is, " I am what other people say about me."   That's the next thing the devil whispers in 

Jesus's ear.  "Jesus, your reputation is very important.  How you come across to other people, 

whether you are attractive in their eyes, really matters.  So do something that will attract 

attention, something that will make you popular and outstanding.  Jump from the temple and 



let the angels  catch you.  People will speak well of you.  They'll say how awesome you are.  

You'll be somebody--you'll be a star."  And Jesus thinks about that, too, because "you are what 

people say about you" is another common way of answering the question "who I am?" If people 

speak well about me,  then I feel good about myself, I have healthy self-esteem, I have an 

identity.  And then, when somebody starts talking behind my back, or saying negative things, or 

expressing disapproval, maybe calling me names, like fatty, or stupid, I can start feeling very 

sad.   It can ruin my whole day.  And so life becomes a zigzag--working hard to get people to like 

you, to say positive things, and then suffering when they don't.  To believe that "you are what 

others say about you" is also a great temptation.  "Jesus," the devil whispers, "you have 

become an adult.  So now, you've got to  impress other people.  Remember, you are what other 

people say about you." 

 And then there's a third common answer to the question, "Who am I?"  That answer is, 

"I am what I have."  "Jesus," the tempter whispers a third time, "Stuff is important, not only 

possessions, but the power and privilege that goes along with them.  Kneel before me, and  I 

will give you lots of things--the whole world, in fact. Just look,  I'll give you all this, and then 

you'll be somebody."  And Jesus thinks about this too, because in about every culture your 

value, your identity, is related to what you have.   I come from a prominent family, I have a 

good education, I have a healthy and maybe even beautiful body and mind, I have the right 

kinds of friends, I have a good job, I have a nice house and car and handsome partner and 

loving spouse and perfect children and money in the bank.  Look at who I am.  And as soon as I 

lose some of it--my spouse leaves or dies, my children disappoint me, my friend deserts me, my 

boyfriend or girlfriend dumps me, I lose my job, I suffer from depression ,  my investments fail, 

then I can slip into inner darkness.  Or, maybe if I've never had many of those things to begin 

with, I can feel I'm a nobody.   To believe that you are what you have is yet another great 

temptation.  "Jesus," the devil once more whispers.  "You've finally become an adult.  Now 

remember, go out and get stuff.  I'll help you.  Because you are what you have." 

 And Jesus is very tempted by these alluring voices, the same voices that try to seduce 

you and me, too, voices spoken to us by our families, and our peer group, and our culture.  But 

Jesus finally says, "No.  No.  And no.  No, I am not what I do.  No, I am not what people say 

about me.  No, I am not what I have.  Sometimes some of those things are important.  But they 

are not me.  Devil,"  Jesus says, "You are telling me lies.  Because I know who I am.  I know that, 

before anything else, I am what God said that I am.  I am God's beloved child."  And what made 

Jesus's life different from yours and mine is that Jesus, in spite of intense temptation 

throughout his life to choose these other identities, was able to cling to those words, "You are 

my beloved." 

  And that is also the message Jesus tried to get across to the people he met--that they, 

too, are beloved sons and daughter of God.  It's noteworthy that the people most receptive to 

that message were people who did not score well on the devil's three tests.  They were people 

who did not do good a lot of things, who did not have a good reputation, who did not have lots 

of stuff.  Tax collectors and sinners.    And it seems that quite a few of those people were able 

to find a new lease on life, when they heard the news from Jesus that they were, nevertheless, 

beloved. 



 Henri  Nouwen says that  answering the question , "Who am I?" is our most important 

spiritual task.   Claiming that primary core identity as God's beloved child, and living it out, is an 

important task not only at young adulthood.   It's also an ongoing task, right up until we die, 

because the three voices of the tempter to ground our identity in what we do, in what people 

say, in what we have, are always whispering in the background. 

 Jesus, though, suggests a way to claim the identity that God wants to give us.  Near the 

end of his life, he tells his disciples, " I am the vine and you are the branches.  Abide in me--stay, 

remain, attach yourself, make your home--in me. Like grape clusters and stems and canes and 

cordons attach to the trunk, you stay connected to me, and you will bear much fruit."   Some of 

those fruits are what Paul in Galatians calls the "fruit of the Spirit"--love, joy, peace, patience, 

kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control."  But I think the first fruit of that 

abiding in Jesus, and in the people of Jesus, is finding the answer to that most basic of all 

questions, "Who am I?"   Who am I?  "You are my beloved child," the heavenly voice 

announces, "and I'm pleased with you."   "And," that voice adds, "whatever transitions we face, 

whatever uncertainties and anxieties and challenges and wrong turns and failures and 

sufferings that come, that is who you will always be." 


