Sunday January 9, 2011 – 

Pray: God, I pray that you be in these words that I say. Where it is your word, may it touch those in the congregation here today. Where these words are merely mine, I pray that no harm would be done. Blessed be.

Yesterday someone’s nine year old daughter was killed as was a district Judge and several others in what is presumed to be an assassination attempt on the life of Congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords who is, herself, among the wounded and is struggling for her life. I will let someone else speak to the political ramifications when it comes to all of this and I’m sure that they will. I wish to speak to something else.
The young man who pulled the trigger is a mere 22 years old. Old enough to know better for certain, but, then, my almost nine year old daughter… and my heart is breaking for that family… our nine year old daughters are/were old enough to know better, and yet this young man is still young enough to be easily influenced by the seasoned adults and the culture that surrounds him; a culture that pushes violence as entertainment and fear and rage as politics. Something is terribly broken and our young people are the symptom bearers. 
Where can we find peace? How can we help create it?

The hardest part of my life, so far, and I pray that harder challenges will be long in coming, was definitely during my children’s baby and toddler years. A very close runner up to the hardest time in my life was my teen years. During both I felt consistently, unfairly punished and judged, either by screaming, crying children or obnoxious peers and adults respectively, for things that I was sure I hadn’t really done wrong; or, at least most of the time I was sure that whatever it was wasn’t my fault and some of the time, in both cases, I was sure everything was my fault. During both periods of time I looked for support from my friends. 
Thankfully, during the baby years, I generally had a few friends who could commiserate with me yet also had older kids and could confidently say, “It gets better!” During the teen years all of my peers were in the same boat with me and we all thought life would be like that forever. Thankfully I had my parents during that time, which many youth do, but I was an anomaly and didn’t go through ego-separation from my parents (defining myself apart from them) during my teen years – we had a great, loving, and supportive relationship which helped me through. I saved my ego-separation for my baby raising years which made that time a whole lot harder. 
Because I remember the pain and confusion of the teen years very vividly and because I am a parent I have a tremendous amount of empathy for teens and parents. Some day, in the not too distant future, I will also be the parent of a couple of teenagers myself, God willing, and I am confident that during that time I will know significantly less and have significantly more empathy, especially for other parents of teenagers.

Today, my primary role, when it comes to teens, is as youth pastor. For each youth, parent, and congregation member this seems to mean something different. For some I am simply the adult who coordinates fun games and activities for the kids at church in an effort to keep them tentatively connected to the congregation. For others I am the religious entrepreneur who is creating an elaborate new fangled youth ministry idea called Ripple based upon the peaceable kin*dom that is spanning over a dozen congregations in our county and is about to help facilitate the launch of a second Ripple Youth Ministry in Addison County. For still others, I am an educator who develops psycho/spiritual-educational curriculum based upon the immediate felt and spoken needs of the youth themselves and presents it in a way that allows them to bring their lives into better balance with themselves, their families, their other relationships, their communities, and the world. And for still others, I am their youth pastor, a friend, and counselor in times of crisis, struggle, and pain.
As their youth pastor, as I wrote in Ripple’s Winter Newsletter, I have a privileged view into the lives of the youth who walk through the doors at Ripple: I am not their parent or a direct authority in their lives, I have both the training and experience that helps me understand where they are coming from, and I work determinedly to build trust and opportunities for young people to open up to their deepest feelings and needs. What I can tell you definitively, and this will probably not surprise anyone, is that our culture, and the youth culture that emerges from it, is broken and it is breaking our kids. Our young people are in pain and, frankly, many of us several years out are still healing from the pain that we experienced during those tumultuous years. We have recently heard about more bullying-to-death than we can bring ourselves to believe. We read about teen addictions and misbehavior. And we bear witness to teenage self-hate in quantities that baffle us. And yesterday another young adult, barely past childhood himself, took his politically fueled anger out on innocent victims and became the next poster child for American punditry’s 24/7 blame game. What is going on?
In family systems counseling there is a term that identifies the person in the family who is clearly having the most visible problem as the symptom bearer. Ask just about any therapist and they will tell you that it is almost always the symptom bearer who is sent in for therapy, often in the form of the family’s teenager, but that the real problem usually resides with the family as a whole and the parents in particular. 
My contention is that as a group, our society’s teenagers are this culture’s symptom bearers, and it is up to us, as adults, to get some cultural therapy. The same, I’m afraid, could be said of the church. 

I was at a conference recently when the topic of bullying came up and someone asked why some communities have higher rates of bullying than others. The answer was simple. It is the adults in the community who create a culture that allows for or does not allow bullying to happen. This is not only true for bullying. It is true for violence of all kinds. Children learn it at their parent’s knees, but also from teachers, pastors, neighbors, other adult community members, and the media’s talking heads. Yes, we have freedom of speech and religion, but hate based theology and violence promoting political gab do, in fact, have mortal repercussions. Add this to the high concentration of teenage angst, hormones, and aggression that manifests itself in high schools across the country and it fuels the symptoms that eventually explode in both small and large ways in the lives of our beloved children. Every youth that I have ever met, each one that walks through the doors of Ripple each week, has been a victim of it in one way or another. Their pain is tangible.
Where can we find peace? How can we help create it?

Today we commemorate the baptism of Jesus by John the Baptist in the River Jordan. In this act of the ancient ritual of Baptism we hear God claiming Jesus as his own. It is a ritual of purification, of dedication, and of commissioning. It is only after this that Jesus begins his ministry of healing, teaching, and speaking truth to the religious powers of that day. And it is in his last words, as recorded at the end of a final version of Matthew’s Gospel, that he commissions his disciples to go, make disciples, baptize, and teach people of all nations what he had taught to them. And so we do. Year after year in the Lutheran Church, as in many other churches, parents bring their new innocent babies forward in the rite of Baptism and take baptismal vows on their behalf as does the community of faith which is gathered with them. It is the moment that these children are claimed by the church and we affirm in ritual that they have been claimed by God. As each parent, who holds up his or her precious infant, think, so I believe God also declares in that moment, “This is my beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” And year after year, when those babies grow up they reaffirm those baptismal vows when they make confirmation – a confirmation of their faith. It is a time when we offer youth the chance to respond, much like Jesus did in action and as Isaiah did in verse, “ Here I am, Lord, send me.” 
But do we, as a church and as a culture that sometimes claims to be part of a Christian nation, actually teach them what it means to be a disciple of Jesus? Do we teach them to be peacemakers? Do we teach them to feed the hungry, give drink to the thirsty, invite in the stranger, clothe the naked, look after the sick, and visit those in prison? Do we teach them to love God and love neighbor? Do we even teach them how to love themselves?

Folks, it really doesn’t matter who dies with the most toys or who got the best grades or even that you had good table manners. But it does matter how you loved.

Today I want to compel you to love on a teenager. Our actions are often the only gospel that some people will ever read. Are you going downtown to feed the homeless? Take a teen with you. Are you sewing or knitting for the elderly? Invite a teen to sit by your side and work for that cause. Are you reading a great book that nourishes your soul? Find a teen or a young adult who is lonely to share it with. If your own teen is resistant, no worries, they’re going through a natural and important process of ego-separation, trade teenagers with someone else for the day, but do LOVE LOVE LOVE on that teenager that is yours, your own child that God brought into your life. For, although they may resist it, there is nothing that they need more than to feel truly loved and accepted by those who once looked on their innocent baby faces and thought, “This is my beloved, with whom I am well pleased.”
Our culture is sick. We can only keep our children so safe, but we can care enough to work together to make some changes for the better in order to keep more of our children safe. It is in the little thing as well as the big things. They all have a ripple effect.
That boy who opened fire yesterday is our son. That nine-year old girl that he shot and killed was our daughter. Her name, by the way, was Christina Taylor Greene and she was born on September 11th, 2001, a life bookended by terrorism. Yet, both were tragic victims of a culture gone wrong, and both require resurrection grace to save them. It is up to God to offer it to those who pass beyond the veil. It is our job, as people of faith and hope and peace to offer it to those on this side of the next life. Here I am, Lord, send me. Will you go, too?
Amen.

