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 Fifteen years ago, Washington DC elected Adrian Fenty as mayor. It was not a surprise that Mr. Fenty 

won the election; he was the democratic candidate and Washington DC usually elects democrats. But Mr. 

Fenty’s accomplishments as mayor were somewhat surprising.  

 Mr. Fenty reformed the city schools. He led the effort to close many of the worst performing schools in 

the city. This move succeeded in raising student achievement. It also made Mr. Fenty unpopular among some of 

the teachers in the city. Mr. Fenty expanded programs to support police officers in working more closely with 

citizens in high-crime neighborhoods. More police officers were hired. More officers were dedicated to the task 

of community policing. By the end of his term the homicide rate had dropped, and the number of unsolved 

crimes had dropped. 

 Thanks, at least in part, to his willingness to make reforms to the schools and the police, Mr. Fenty was 

defeated in the democratic primary for his reelection campaign in 2010. Mr. Fenty won the republican primary 

in 2010 because most of the republicans voted for him as a write in candidate. But Mr. Fenty declined to run as 

a republican. So, after one term as mayor, Mr. Fenty was out of a job.  

 I followed news about Mr. Fenty’s work fairly closely, because, like me, Mr. Fenty was a graduate of 

Oberlin College. My classmates and I read about his work as mayor in the Oberlin Alumni Magazine. We were 

not surprised Mr. Fenty took unusual, even unpopular steps as a reformer. It is part of our identity as Oberlin 

graduates to work to reform the system, even if reforming the system is not popular.  

 Part of our understanding of who we are, and what we value in life, comes from being members of a 

group. You might be part of a formal group like the League of Women Voters or the American Guild of 

Organists. Or you might be part of an informal group, like fans of Syracuse University basketball.  

 Our identities as members of a group bring meaning to our lives. You might be an active or retired 

member of the armed forces. As we recalled this past Monday, members of the armed forces share a group 

identity. It includes values of selfless service and courage.  

 You might be an active or retired journalist. Most journalists share a group identity. It includes values of 

searching out the truth of a story, even if the truth runs counter to our preconceptions. 

 You might identify with a group in a way that is less formal. You might identify as a gardener, or as a 

NASCAR fan, or as a feminist. Some people’s primary group identity is as a member of a particular extended 

family. Each of these is a group identity that can bring meaning to our lives. 

 We see a similar thing happening in our reading from the book of Samuel. The people are clamoring for 

a king because they want to ‘be like other nations’. They are seeking meaning from being members of a nation 

with a king and all of the other normal features of nationhood. In the passage God warns the people that their 

desire to have a king like other nations will not end well. 

 Sometimes our group identities bring destructive values to our lives. Millions of Americans have taken 

on a group identity of climate change denial. The values of this group appear to include putting yourself first 

and willingness to reject the conclusions of scientists. In the 1930s in Germany, many young people took on a 

strong identity as members of Hitler’s Youth. In large American cities many parents of black and brown boys 

take extra precautions to make sure their sons will not take on a strong group identity, that is the identity of 

being a member of a street gang.  

 Whether the activities and values of the group are productive or destructive, these group identities can 

bring meaning to our lives. Life can feel chaotic and meaningless, so we are hungry for some sort of meaning, 

some sort of order to be brought to our lives. 

 The Good News of Christ is fundamentally concerned with our attempt to find meaning in life. Christ 

Jesus invites us to put our other group identities aside, or at least to not make them the center of our lives. Jesus 

invites us to take on a new identity, as members of God’s family. This is part of the message of our Gospel 

passage for today. 

 Jesus is fundamentally concerned with the way we have separated ourselves from God by taking on 

strong group identities. Jesus is fundamentally concerned with the way we have separated ourselves from one 

another by the way we take on strong group identities. All of the stories about Samaritans, and Jesus’ 



interactions with Samaritans, are getting to this point. Jews avoided contact with the Samaritans at all costs, 

even though the Samaritans were also descendants of Abraham.  

 Jesus says, it makes no difference whether you are a priest, or a Pharisee, or a Samaritan. It makes no 

difference with you are an orphan, or a widow, or a Roman Centurion, or a Syro-Phoenician. It makes no 

difference whether you are a Jew or a Gentile, whether you are rich or poor. Jesus invites each person to take on 

a new identity, as a member of God’s family. 

 This point is driven home in our Gospel passage today by Jesus’ interactions with members of his 

family. In Jesus’ time and place each person’s identity as a member of an extended family was their primary 

identity. Each person’s work and social class and economic position and education was determined by their 

status as a member of a family.  

 Recall the passage found in each of the Gospels where Jesus is rejected in Nazareth. All of the people 

from his hometown are stunned at his activity and teaching in the synagogue. They are surprised, and not in a 

good way: “Isn’t this the carpenter? Isn’t this Mary’s son and the brother of James, Joseph, Judas and Simon?” 

In Jesus’ time and place each person’s life was largely determined by their identity as a member of a family. 

 The conflict between Jesus’ identity as a member of God’s family, and Jesus’ identity as a member of 

his birth family comes to a head here in Mark 3. The crowd came together again, so that Jesus and his disciples 

could not even eat. When his family heard it, they went out to restrain him, for people were saying, “He has 

gone out of his mind.” In this passage, members of Jesus’ family are seeking to restrain him, because they think 

he is possessed by an evil spirit. The members of his don’t understand who he is, or the work he is taking on. 

Jesus has moved far outside the restrictive boundaries of his family group. 

 Then his mother and his brothers came; and standing outside, they sent to him and called him. A crowd 

was sitting around him; and they said to him, “Your mother and your brothers and sisters are outside, asking 

for you.” And he replied, “Who are my mother and my brothers?” And looking at those who sat around him, he 

said, “Here are my mother and my brothers! Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and 

mother.” 

 This is one of those Bible passages that takes on greater meaning and weight each year of my life. I used 

to view this passage in an entirely positive light. Jesus is talking about the closeness of the community of God’s 

people. But Jesus is also warning us about the dangers of the group identities we create for ourselves. Jesus sees 

the way we separate ourselves from one another; and ultimately from God, by taking on these strong group 

identities. 

 It is difficult for us to keep ourselves from identifying as members of a group, even in the church, the 

people following Jesus. I wonder what Jesus would say about the way we continue to divide ourselves from one 

another in the church?  We identify very strongly as Episcopalians, or as Evangelicals, or as Anglo-Catholics, or 

as Progressives. 

 Jesus invites all people, Jews and Gentiles, poor and rich, highly educated and poorly educated, to take 

on a primary identity as members of God’s family. This was very good news to the highly stratified, insular 

world of Jesus’ time and place. This is very good news to our world, our nation, our communities divided as we 

are by politics, by culture, by religion and by our unfailing allegiance to the groups we have created. 

 Think back with me to the story about Adrian Fenty, the mayor of Washington, DC. How do you think I 

felt as I told the story? I was proud. Every time I tell this story about one of my Oberlin classmates, I am proud. 

That tells us what is going on. I am proud of my group of Oberlin classmates. You are probably proud of some 

of the accomplishments of the people in your group. No doubt the people spreading the QAnon conspiracy are 

proud of what they have accomplished.  

 Our pride in our little groups is the point. Jesus encourages us to leave behind our pride, and our 

unfailing allegiance to our groups, no matter whether the work of our group is productive or destructive. That’s 

because we aren’t very good at evaluating whether our groups and activities are right or wrong. 

 Jesus invites us to set these other allegiances aside in order to put our membership in God’s family first. 

It’s a group that we cannot really be proud about, because we did nothing to join the group. God just invites us 

in, as we are, no membership requirements, no annual membership dues. Jesus invites us to set aside the stories 

and groups that divide us, in order to be children of the God who cares about just one thing, that we love one 

another. 

 


