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John McNally’s book, When I Was a Loser, compiles a series of essays of true stories of surviving, or barely surviving, high school. In the introduction he writes, “We’ve all been losers. Come on, admit it: You were a loser...everyone has been a loser at one time or another—a loser in love, a loser in fashion, a loser in social skills. It’s not so bad when you’re an adult. You come to accept your loser qualities, whatever they may be. And the loser moments aren’t quite as horrific as they would have been when you were a teenager...High school, however, is different. Cool isn’t an illusion. Cool is the Holy Grail. Cool is what everyone is trying (but failing) to attain. And it’s inside the bubble of adolescence-where everyone holds up their magnifying glass to you-that being a loser takes on a whole new meaning. Every perceived defect, every blemish, every wrong word-it’s all monitored and analyzed by everyone at all times.”
 


I can only think back to a few of these magnifying glass moments, one time being when we were all in the “computer lab,” a generous term for that day and age, playing the game The Oregon Trail. I was probably dying from dysentery, or rather the industrious computer pioneer version of me was, and a group of boys made fun of my last name. The taunts stung, but I quickly rationalized there was little I could do about my last name at that point. Despite my giant pink framed glasses and side ponytails of later years, I managed to make it through adolescence relatively unscathed as far as bullying.


McNally’s book was published in 2007, only 4 short years ago, but just before the time when everyone had a Facebook page and a smart phone with them all the times, before sexting was yet to be a widely understood phrase and activity. It seems as if today, the stakes of living in, or feeling trapped by, “loserdome” are much higher. McNally speaks of the almost comical hurdles the essayists in his book successfully overcame during and after high school to become thriving and accomplished adults. It’s probably true that we can all associate with the idea of being a loser in love or sports or dancing, or even a first career. We can admit to wearing clothes, glasses, or hairstyles that today seem totally outrageous, but we can all reminisce on those darker days with the perspective gained from time, distance, growth, and community. 


We may be familiar with the stories of Phoebe Prince, Justin Aaberg, Tyler Clementi, Seth Walsh, Raymond Chase, and Billy Lucas. They will not have the opportunity to look back in adulthood to times when they felt pushed and pressured growing up. These are just a few of the names of young people who, in the past year, felt no other alternative to the bullying and tormenting they were experiencing at school than to take their own lives. There are countless others who struggle silently under the weight of fear and anxiety each day in the halls of our neighborhood schools and parks and anyplace young people congregate. There is an epidemic amongst our young people who are on the receiving end of attacks from bullies. They are dubbed as different, odd, and in too many cases-their peers suspect them to be gay or lesbian and target them for that reason. There is another group of young people who, for whatever reason, feel they must act out toward others with violence, power, cruel words, or other hurtful behavior. Both the bullies and the ones being bullied need adults and other resources to stop these cycles and provide much-needed support. Both need positive outlets to hold fast to.


In September 2010, syndicated columnist and author Dan Savage needed a constructive way to respond to the rise of gay teens committing suicide as a means of coping with their experiences of being bullied by their peers. Along with his husband Terry Miller, he created a YouTube video to put the message out to gay and lesbian young people that things do get better, please hold on. They hoped to inspire and reach out to youth facing harassment because of their sexual orientation. “They wanted to create a personal way for supporters everywhere to tell Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender youth that, yes, it does indeed get better.”
 What was born was the It Gets Better Project.


At last count nearly 2,000 videos have been submitted to the project ranging from gay and lesbian adults who want to encourage young people, to well known straight allies such as Hilary Clinton, Steven Colbert, baseball players from the Boston Red Sox and Baltimore Oriels, to President Obama, and employees from companies such as Visa, Google, Facebook and Apple. The videos are at times heart-wrenching as these adults recount their experiences and traumas from growing up, but there is a thread of hope and strong encouragement through all of them. I commend this project and resource to you.


Renee, a lesbian college student shares this in her video: “Think about it this way. Imagine you are a rubber band and right now you are pulled taut. You have all this potential energy and it feels like you are going to break. But please just hold on. You can make it through this. And once you’re let go, you are going to fly so far.”


Dan Savage and his husband Terry were interviewed about the project by Terry Gross on “Fresh Air” this past spring saying, “When a gay teen kills himself, what he’s saying is he can’t picture a future with enough joy in it to compensate for the pain he’s in now.”



“While many of these teens couldn’t see a positive future for themselves, we can. The It Gets Better Project was created to show LGBT young people the levels of happiness, potential, and positivity their lives will reach – if they can just get through their teen years. The It Gets Better Project wants to remind teenagers in the LGBT community that they are not alone — and it WILL get better.” 


Dan Savage’s older brother Billy talked about being bullied as a kid, even though he was straight. Savage says, “The bullied straight kid goes home to a shoulder to cry on. Billy was being bullied for being smart, but he still had mom and dad.” Dan admits that he contemplated suicide briefly. In a Catholic family he thought- “it would be easier for my parents to bury a kid than to have a kid who was gay.”


The National Coalition for the Homeless estimates that 20% of homeless youth are LGBT, while PFLAG, Parents, Family and Friends of Lesbians and Gays, estimates that number at 40%. Whatever statistic you settle on, the number is far too high. In comparison, the general youth population is 10% LGBT. While homeless youth typically experience severe family conflict as the primary reason for homelessness, LGBT youth are twice as likely to experience abuse. LGBT homeless youth are also twice as likely to commit suicide as heterosexual homeless youth. 
  


Here at Westminster we make every effort to create safe spaces for our children, youth, and families, to affirm who they are and the wonderful ways they are created in the image of God. We do talk about the issue of bullying as a part of our sexuality curriculum. In our 2nd and 3rd grade sexuality class with children and parents we talk about respecting our bodies and that it is part of God’s plan that we will all love and care for each other. We teach that if someone’s words are bad or hurtful, you need to tell that person that it hurts and if it doesn’t stop, you need to talk to an adult you can trust. After that, however, we don’t have much formal conversation about bullying, but it’s not because our students are immune to it. Several of our high school students shared their stories of experiencing bullying from their peers. These students express the difficulty in being the target of gossip and name calling. They’ve been called names like “whore” or “lesbian.” One high school student said, “It was so difficult for me not to get angry. I struggled with trying to defend myself and I wanted to fight back because it was so degrading, but by the end of the year I learned to ignore him. Even though it still hurt, it didn’t give him any satisfaction of hurting me.” Another student talked about forgiveness and how hard it was learning to forgive. “So many times I wanted to just scream and yell at [the bullies] and tell them what they had put me through. I wanted them to feel what they had done. I wanted revenge and that is a dangerous thing. But I started to ask myself how would I feel after making them feel horrible? I realized no matter what, I do not want anyone, even mean people, to go through what I went through. Through revenge I would not only hurt myself but others.”


And this from one of our high school students: Is there a better living witness to Paul’s instruction to “return no one evil for evil,” “to hold fast to that which is good?”


She goes on to say, “I realized that the only way to move on was to forgive those who had hurt me. By forgiveness I was finally able to heal. By forgiving those who had hurt me, it gave them a chance to grow. By treating them as human beings, I think they see the kindness of Jesus. Many times bullies have not experienced kindness, and by showing them kindness instead of hatred-kindness is the best lesson for them to receive.”


These two students do have some perspective on their situations and were able to reach out to supportive adults here at church for comfort and guidance. But what other students are suffering silently, or don’t feel the support of a community of adults who will listen? How can we be open and open our church doors even wider- make our telling presence even louder to those who feel they have no place to turn to?

What are the things we adults, who supposedly have all this perspective and have things figured out, are being bullied by? Is it a big, mean kid? A group of popular students? Or is it a nasty boss at work? The fear of not having enough money? Is it a toxic relationship? Are you being bullied by your own reflection in the mirror, your own internal monologue? It does get better as we move into the world of grown-ups and don’t feel the same intensity of the social pressures of high school. I remember asking one of my camp counselors when I was in middle school, she was partway through college, how you know when you’re a grown up. “When you stop caring what everyone thinks about you all the time.” My 13 year old self couldn’t imagine that reality, but it is true. That doesn’t mean, however, that all of us live free of the angst of wanting to fit in or that everyone we interact with is nice all the time. It isn’t easy for us to always hold fast to that which is good and live peaceably with all.


We hear in today’s text from Matthew Jesus calling his first disciples. He calls Simon Peter and Andrew and James and John; calls them away from their fishing nets and invites them to follow him, for Jesus will teach them to fish for people.


Jesus calls people out from where they are. Jesus calls ones who are not the best of the best, ones who haven’t made the cut, ones who aren’t pulling the levers of power in society. The calling of the first disciples reminds us that Jesus called his first followers from amongst a group others might have deemed as, well, losers. These guys were not the brightest and most accomplished, they were not studying under Rabbis to be the next batch of Talmudic scholars. They were common fishermen. New Testament professor Audrey West makes the point, that they, “are probably at the lower end of the socio-economic ladder; their work is dirty and physically challenging, and it demands their attention from sunup to sundown. Jesus does not seem to be bothered by their grimy fingernails, their wet and dirty clothing, not even by their low social status or lack of political power. The One with the kingly pedigree does not ask questions about their education, their abilities.”
 


In Jesus’ time, Rabbis did not seek out their students, rather their students sought out Rabbis for their tutelage and guidance. Jesus comes to Simon and Andrew, James and John, not the other way around. Jesus sees them and Jesus speaks to them, but we do not hear the voices of the first disciples in this narrative. Immediately they left everything, their families and their boats and their livelihood and followed Jesus. And from there we hear the beginning of Jesus’ ministry: that he went throughout Galilee teaching and proclaiming the good news and curing every disease and every sickness. And he did this ministry among the people. Jesus called the broken, the outcast, the ones deemed weak by society, to go out to bring the Good News to those most in need of healing, the forgotten ones on the margins.


During the middle school mission trip this summer for our nightly devotions we used as our guiding theme the Micah 6 verse, reminding us that the Lord requires of us to do justice, love kindness and walk humbly with God. The last night, before sharing in communion, we reflected on our Romans 12 passage for this morning. I invited the youth to rewrite the passage in their own words and here is some of what these young theologians came up with: “Be happy, do good, be faithful. Be patient even when life stinks, and then really stinks. Be nice to people and don’t judge. Don’t be mean to those who are mean to you, don’t use bad words. Don’t be mean to people who are mean to you, think about the right thing to do.”


When we come to the Lord’s Table we celebrate our unity in the Body of Christ and acknowledge our need to be nourished and sustained by the Bread of Life and the Cup of Salvation. But we also acknowledge our own brokenness and the ways we are made whole in voicing our need to be fed at this table in the breaking of bread together. And we acknowledge the silent brokenness of those around us and in our community, those who are victims and those who victimize. We also accept the charge to go out and be the Body of Christ in the world- to be the safe space for another, to say something and do something if we see another mistreated. Paul directs us to hold fast to that which is good and to live peaceably with all, but he understands how thorny that instruction is. Do this, “as much as it is possible,” he says.


Pray for those who have lost a loved one because of the cruelty of another. Pray for those who suffer because of the words and actions of others, for those who have no alternative but to leave home because of their sexual orientation. Pray that God will change and shape us as individuals and as a community to hold fast to that which is good and to be the anchor others can hold fast to, so that we may all live peaceably as God’s children.

Amen.

“Hold Fast”


Matthew 4:18-23; Romans 12:9-18


The Rev. Meghan K. Gage-Finn �Sunday, August 7, 2011 
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