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Introduction

Identity 
Crisis
By JoHannah Reardon

If someone asks me about myself, I immediately 
respond (depending on who I’m talking to), “I’m a 
writer and editor,” “I’m a mom and grandmother,” or 
“I’m a pastor’s wife.” What I do becomes who I am—in 
my mind and in theirs.

So when I am plucked out of any of those contexts, 
I’m not sure how to respond. When I was out of work 
at one point in my life, I lost my sense of purpose. 
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When my children grew up and moved away, I didn’t know 
how to fi ll the hole they left. When my husband left the local 
pastorate recently, I found I didn’t know how to think about 
my relationship with our church. So who am I when not 
defi ned by each of those things?  

My sense of identity in any of these things isn’t wrong. 
They are all wonderful privileges and I thank God for 
allowing me to participate in each of them. But if I fi nd my 
worth in only those things, I begin to lose my footing when 
they are threatened. As GIFTED FOR LEADERSHIP writer Bonnie 
McMaken says, 

“These identities we give ourselves matter. It would be 
naïve to say they don’t. They matter deeply as evidence of 
our unique humanity, beings made in the image of an 
incarnated Savior. But we need to allow room for the Holy 
Spirit to redefi ne and deepen these identities. Sometimes 
the only way we fi nd our true self is by—willingly or not—
giving up who we thought we were and letting God smash 
and broaden our rigid ideas about him and what he can do 
through us.” 

Hopefully, this download will help you broaden how you 
defi ne yourself and give you room to let God expand how you 
think of what he can do in and through you. 

Blessings,

JoHannah Reardon
Contributing Editor, GIFTEDFORLEADERSHIP.COM

Christianity Today
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While discussing The Seven Habits of Highly Effective 
People by Steven Covey with some Christian buddies, one 
man said, “I have some friends who say we shouldn’t read 
stuff by Mormons, or Muslims, or people of other faiths. What 
do you think?” I told him he should fi nd some new friends.

Without question, we should use discretion regarding the 
images and ideas we allow into our mind, but God often 
reveals his wisdom in unexpected places. As someone once 
said: “Some books are like catfi sh: good eatin’ but you have 
to spit out the bones.” Such is the case with the writings of 
Dr. Albert Ellis.

I constantly have to fight 
these perceptions. 

By David Slagle

Three 
Irrational 
Beliefs  
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Albert Ellis (1913–2007) was a psychologist, a devout atheist, 
and until late in life, openly hostile toward all things religious. 
His views on human sexuality were antithetical to the teachings 
of Scripture. For those reasons (and because he’s dead) he would 
not be on the short list of speakers at most church retreats, but he 
does offer some wisdom and sanity for weary Christian leaders.

Ellis is most widely known for his Rational Emotive Behavior 
Therapy, so named because it is directed at irrationality. Ellis 
theorized that much of our inner turmoil is caused by our 
tendency to embrace irrational beliefs, which leads to stress, low 
self-worth, frustration, confl ict, anger, avoidance, 
procrastination, diminished productivity, and diffi culty in 
relating to others.

He identifi ed three irrational core beliefs that cause the         
most trouble:

#1: “I absolutely MUST, at all times, perform outstandingly well 
and win the approval of signifi cant others. If I fail in these 
important—and sacred—respects, that is awful and I am a bad, 
incompetent, unworthy person, who will probably always fail 
and deserves to suffer.”

#2: “Other people with whom I relate absolutely MUST, under 
practically all conditions, treat me nicely, considerately, and 
fairly. Otherwise, it is terrible and they are rotten, bad, 
unworthy people who will always treat me badly and should be 
severely punished for acting so abominably to me.”

#3: “The conditions under which I live absolutely MUST, at 
practically all times, be favorable, safe, hassle-free, and 
quickly and easily enjoyable. If they are not, it’s awful and 
horrible and I can’t ever enjoy myself at all. My life is hardly 
worth living.”
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Each of these statements is clearly irrational. In our best 
moments, we would reject them as ludicrous, wondering how 
anyone could think this way, but then:

After leading a successful weekend planning retreat, several 
leaders e-mail you saying that you’re doing a great job, but one 
e-mails you a stinging critique. You ruminate on the critique to 
the exclusion of the positive e-mails.

Your frustration rises as the day you’ve allocated to Bible 
study prep is interrupted by a succession of crises.

After an intense week of ministry including several nights 
away from family, someone says to you, “That was a good Bible 
study, but you know, people don’t care how much you know until 
they know how much you care.” Feeling under-appreciated, you 
barely stifl e a verbal tirade.

Those irrational beliefs are more common than we like to 
admit. They’re so ubiquitous we are tempted to believe that they 
are harmless or mere annoyances. But each of these beliefs, left 
unchecked, can have a debilitating impact upon the way you 
think about yourself. 

Four Damaging Responses
These irrational beliefs share these characteristics: (1) they are 
unrealistic; (2) they result in no-win scenarios; (3) no-win 
scenarios lead to four bad options:

Try harder. Trying harder feels noble. Unfortunately, no 
amount of trying harder will achieve a win in a no-win scenario. 
My 11-year-old is 48 inches tall. When he gets home from school 
today, I could insist that he slam dunk the basketball if he ever 
hopes to play on his beloved Wii again. When he fails, I can shout 
“Try harder!” or “Don’t be a quitter!” No amount of trying, 
however, will enable him to win a no-win scenario. It will only 
bring brokenness, sorrow, and discouragement.

How Do I Define Myself?
Three Irrational Beliefs 
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Compromise: A sure way to “win friends and infl uence 
people” is to say what they want to hear. Unfortunately, godly 
leadership and being faithful to God’s Word do not lend 
themselves to this goal. We dare not avoid diffi cult passages and 
hard decisions.

Escape: The usual avenues seem to be pornography, alcohol, 
and food, but the possibilities are limitless and the results are 
well-documented and heartbreaking.

Quit: Mark Twain said, “Quitting smoking is easy. I’ve done it 
hundreds of times.” I’ve known those who have quit their 
ministries hundreds of times, but only in their mind. Feelings of 
continual failure, however, can cause the most resilient to fi nally 
follow through.

Fortunately, there are better responses to each of the three 
irrational beliefs.

A Better Response to #1
If you are involved in ministry, you wear many hats and have 
many “bosses.” On a given week you may be the preacher, 
consoler, building-contractor, janitor, personnel manager, 
counselor, project organizer, mediator, fund-raiser, vision-
caster, and peacekeeper. No one in ministry can always “perform 
well” in even half of these areas.

But many in ministry, me included, are self-identifi ed people-
pleasers. We know that it’s irrational to expect everyone’s 
approval, yet we still sometimes feel devastated by one     
unhappy person.

What are the consequences of this irrational belief? Your 
sense of worth becomes as unstable as the fi ckle opinions of 
others. You ride a roller coaster of ecstasy and pain. Your 

How Do I Define Myself?
Three Irrational Beliefs 
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identity depends on the person who sings your praises today, 
or who expresses disapproval tomorrow.

This irrational belief is a prime example of how we “conform 
to the patterns of this world.” As Paul writes: “Do not be 
conformed to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by 
the renewing of your mind” (Romans 12:2). Because of Jesus, 
we have been reconciled to God. By placing our trust in him, 
we are “in Christ.” Those who meditate upon their identity in 
Christ begin to internalize the good news that we are:

• adopted children of God who can cry out, “Abba!” 
(Romans 8:15).

• completely loved by God (John 17:23).

• completely forgiven by God (1 John 1:9).

• declared righteous and completely accepted by God          
(2 Corinthians 5:21).

• under no condemnation if we are in Christ Jesus 
(Romans 8:1).

Place these truths on your mirror, dashboard, and keep 
them in your pocket. Meditate on these verses and invite the 
Holy Spirit to renew your mind. Identify those people whose 
approval you crave, and confess this to God, yourself, and a 
wise confi dante. Ask the Lord to set you free.

A Better Response to #2
Anyone who has ever been involved in ministry knows that 
expecting everyone to treat you nicely is the whopper of 
irrational beliefs. Church is a place for broken, sinful, messed 
up people, yet we’re surprised when they behave like broken, 
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sinful, messed up people. We should know better, but we don’t.
“They claim to be Christians; how could they have treated me 

that way?”
“I visited them at the hospital and mowed their lawn, and 

they don’t appreciate me.” Here’s a news fl ash: sheep have 
teeth, they bite, and the hands that feed them are the most 
frequent target. Expecting messed up human beings to treat us 
nicely at all times is, well, messed up.

What are the consequences of harboring this irrational 
belief? It creates a toxic environment in which bitterness will 
fl ourish and the fruit of the Spirit will wither along with your 
leadership.

The better response is found in Philippians 2:1–10. Ask God 
to show you …

• In what ways do you hunger to be fi rst? To be noticed? To 
be recognized?

• In what areas of your life have you traditionally 
enjoyed being served and how can you turn the tables? 
What would this look like at home? At church? In the 
community?

• Are their hidden cauldrons of bitterness boiling in your 
life? Who do you need to forgive? Don’t stop with this 
year. Invite God to expose any and all bitterness from the 
past that may be poisoning your life.

A Better Response to #3
In 1785, Scottish poet Robert Burns penned “To a Mouse, on 
Turning Her Up in Her Nest with the Plough.” The poem 
describes a mouse snuggled cozily in her nest when a farmer 
inadvertently destroys it. Burns then gives us this familiar line:
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But little Mouse, you are not alone,
In proving foresight may be vain:
The best laid schemes of mice and men
Go often askew,
And leave us nothing but grief and pain,
For promised joy!

Despite our best laid plans, family time, study time, or simple 
rest time is upended; volunteers fail to show up; landlords 
abruptly terminate leases; air conditioners stop conditioning; 
projectors and sound systems fail at the most inopportune 
moments; weekly set-up and tear-down gets old fast; sinners 
sin, saints are un-saintly, and complainers complain.

When our best laid plans go “askew,” frustration gives way to 
anger and the irrational desire to bludgeon the copying machine 
with a Louisville Slugger feels surprisingly rational.

Lamenting the fate of “the best laid plans,” Burns says:
And leave us nothing but grief and pain, 
For promised joy!”
Nothing but grief and pain? This is what therapists call 

“catastrophizing.” Ellis called it “awfulizing.” Chicken Little is, 
perhaps, the most well known literary catastrophizer, but it’s 
also described in this poem. Catastrophizing means losing 
perspective; our response is disproportionate to our crisis.

“Nobody appreciates me.”
“Nothing ever goes right around here.”
“This is the worst day of my life.”
When these irrational beliefs take root in our minds, it 

becomes all about us and nothing about the King who rejoices to 
supplant our false beliefs with truths that set us free. 

This article is adapted from one that originally appeared in 
LEADERSHIP JOURNAL.
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Reflect
 Which of these irrational beliefs do you most often fall into? 

 What damaging response is your default (try harder, 
compromise, escape, quit)?

 Look up the passages mentioned in this article and write down 
how each of them relates to how you need to look at yourself. 

 What steps do you need to take to let these Scriptures take 
root in you and move you beyond your surface identity? 
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In the 20th century, women broke more glass ceilings than 
any other time in history. Horizons for us have broadened 
dramatically due to events such as the suffrage movement, 
World War II, and even the reality of modern-day economics. 
Women can do—and become—nearly anything imaginable.

Of course, freedom for women is ultimately a positive shift 
in a world where many women are still under strict cultural 
and religious oppression. Many of us can now vote, pursue 
any vocation, and explore a number of ministry 
opportunities. In theory, we should be happy and fulfi lled by 
the options before us. So why are we so exhausted?

Get over feeling you have to do 
it all to please God. 

By Bonnie McMaken 

Superwoman 
Syndrome
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The weariness theme weaves its way through many articles, 
books, and other resources for women. GIFTED FOR LEADERSHIP is a 
safe place to discuss this topic. When we talk about burnout, 
rest, saying no, and exhaustion, readers again and again share 
their frustrations and engage us in robust conversation. Many 
Christian women, myself included, stretch ourselves too thin, 
like the taut, fragile skin of a drum. We can do it all, so we 
assume we should do it all.

 Where does this “superwoman,” I-can-do-it-all compulsion 
stem from? It is deeper than a desire for approval or admiration 
from others, though this often plays a large role, especially for 
women. We look in the mirror, we don’t match up. We look at our 
families, we don’t match up. We look at our spiritual lives, we 
don’t match up. The enticing parasite of comparison gnaws at the 
fi bers of our personhood and our identity in Christ.

But the compulsion doesn’t end there. At its root, being too 
busy, looking “spiritual”—even when we thirst on the inside—is 
our own way of pleasing God. This desire to delight the Lord isn’t 
wrong or sinful. But when we shift the focus to ourselves and 
our actions, we distort the tender, pure nature of this want.

God wants our service, our actions, our whole lives. He wants 
us to say yes to good, holy opportunities that refi ne us and shape 
us into the image of Christ. First and foremost, however, he 
desires our hearts and our yes to him alone. Simply. Without all 
the good stuff we accomplish. The psalmist says, “O Lord, open 
my lips, and my mouth will declare your praise. For you will not 
delight in sacrifi ce, or I would give it; you will not be pleased 
with a burnt offering. The sacrifi ces of God are a broken spirit; a 
broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise” (Psalm 
51:15-17, ESV).

Mary, the mother of Jesus, was a woman who said yes to God 
without fully knowing the costs or what she would eventually do 
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Help 20somethings to Step Up
Good News, Bad News in Raising Leaders 

and give up for him. Her life was marked by receptivity. When 
Gabriel, the angel of the Lord, fi rst told Mary the earth-shattering 
news that she would bear the Messiah, she was understandably 
skeptical: “How will this be, since I am a virgin?” (Luke 1:34). 
Gabriel then explained the miracle she would experience, and 
Mary, cured of unbelief, responded, “I am the Lord’s servant . . . 
May it be to me as you have said” (Luke 1:38).

When Mary said yes, she received God into her very person. 
She carried God in her adolescent womb, and although she did 
great things for the Lord, her fi rst step was a simple, yet 
strikingly profound one: she said yes.

We’re not called to Mary’s same task, but we can allow Jesus to 
live in us, abide in us, and make his home in our hearts (John 15; 
Ephesians 3:17). Being connected to Jesus doesn’t automatically 
give us less to do or mean we won’t feel overwhelmed or 
exhausted. However, saying yes to him again and again in big 
decisions, or in the seemingly minute details of daily life, draws 
our weary eyes to our source. We say yes not because we must, or 
out of compulsion, but because his love impels us to live in and 
through him alone.

This article is adapted from one that originally appeared on 
ChristianBibleStudies.com.
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Reflect
 In what ways have you fallen into the “Superwoman 
Syndrome”?

 Read Psalm 51. What in this psalm reminds you that you are 
more than what you do? How can it help you fi gure out who 
you are in Christ?

 Read John 15. What does it mean to abide in Christ? How 
can that give you an identity that goes beyond what you do?

How Do I Define Myself?
Superwoman Syndrome 
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I t was a typical Monday morning when the senior pastor, 
with whom I had worked for ten years, knocked on my 
door and asked if we could talk for a moment. As I 
listened to him speak, my mind began to whirl, Did he 
just say what I thought he said? No, there must be a 
mistake. This can’t possibly be happening. After he left, I 
continued to sit there, stunned. Every muscle in my body 
felt heavy and sluggish. I continued to say over and over, 
“How can this be?”

Being laid off taught me who I am.

By Richard S. Jensen Jr.

I’m More 
Than My Job
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I had just been told that my position as associate pastor was 
being eliminated due to fi nancial decisions. As I sat there on 
that Monday morning, my thoughts changed to, How will I 
break the news to my family?, and the most looming question 
on my mind, What do I do now?

Joblessness not only created fi nancial hardship; it also 
presented emotional strain and stress. The anxiety and worry 
of being without work lead to a crisis of belief that affected my 
spiritual health. But I learned that although joblessness 
presents several challenges, it also creates an opportunity for 
growth beyond being simply defi ned by what I do. It forced me 
into an identity crisis as I wondered, “Who am I?”

Unemployment has a way of tearing down the very things 
we use to shape our identity. From the rubble that remains, we 
can address what truly molds who we are. Look at these four 
main identity shapers:

You Are What You Do
When we meet someone for the fi rst time, isn’t our opening line 
often “What do you do [for a living]?” This is natural when you 
consider the sheer number of hours we spend at our places of 
employment. A downsizing or layoff often means we lose a 
core way of seeing ourselves.

You Are Who You Know
We derive a sense of self from group affi liation and interaction. 
When we are used to identifying primarily with the group of 
people we work with, what happens when separation occurs 
from that network? To be known and accepted is part of the 
very fabric of our humanity and its loss can be devastating.
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You Are What You Know
We live in an information age. The perception today is that 
knowledge is everything. Not too long ago in our history, 
students were told that if they got a high-school education they 
could get a good paying job. My generation was told that to get a 
decent wage, you would need a college degree. In many fi elds and 
occupations today, you need a master’s degree in order to be 
competitive. It’s easy to feel hopelessly behind.

You Are What You Have
Whether we care to admit it or not, many of us derive identity 
from our possessions and our fi nancial portfolio. We live in a 
materialistic culture driven by marketing that feeds our 
insatiable appetite to get the latest, the best, or the biggest.

In other words, downsizing can bring one down to size. 
Joblessness, among other things, is an identity buster. If your 
job is eliminated, it takes away “what you do.” If you don’t have a 
steady job, “what you have” is threatened because of the loss of 
income. When you go to apply for a new job and fi nd out that 
there are hundreds who have applied for that same job—many 
with the same level of education or better—you realize that “what 
you know” is worth a dime a dozen. Many of our social 
relationships are linked to where we work, so “who we know” 
also breaks down, leaving the person feeling alone and isolated.

Therefore, when unemployment strikes, the very ground on 
which we have built our identity begins to crumble. When this 
occurs, it will lead you in one of two directions.

For many, the path of unemployment leads to deep 
discouragement. The additional stress of not knowing what will 
happen next can cause one to spiral even further downward into 
depression and even despair.
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The other path is to rest on a foundation that can weather 
any storm. This is where getting the props knocked out from 
under us can actually do us a favor. Individual Christians who 
fi nd themselves on this road of joblessness, due to no fault of 
their own, have an opportunity to shine as lights in the world 
by the way they respond to such a diffi cult trial.

Since identity crisis is a major issue for those faced by the 
prospect of unemployment, the fi rst step to victorious living in 
the midst of hardship is to discover or reaffi rm your true 
identity. Trials strip away our pretense of self-suffi ciency, 
which causes us to think more highly of ourselves than we 
ought (Romans 12:3). To weather the storms of life and grow in 
faith, we must turn from the worldly ways we once used to 
defi ne who we are and rest upon our identity in Christ.

As I traveled through unemployment, there were many tough 
days and painful setbacks. There were times when I was so 
discouraged that even getting out of bed in the morning was a 
monumental task. To rest upon our identity in Christ is not a 
once-and-done project. It never ceases to amaze me how 
quickly I fall back into defi ning my identity by things such as 
occupation, possessions, and knowledge. All it takes is one 
rejection letter for the anxiety and worry to surface again. The 
journey through unemployment can cause one’s emotional state 
to be tossed back and forth by the waves of circumstance.

There is no easy solution to this struggle. However, when I 
rest in the knowledge of who I am in Christ, I have peace and 
contentment, even if disheartening news comes. The gospel is a 
message of transformation. It is the good news of a changed 
identity. “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation” (2 
Corinthians 5:17, ESV). This new identity in Christ changes 
everything and nothing can take it away—not tribulation or 
distress or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or 
sword (Romans 8:35). Not even joblessness!

How Do I Define Myself?
I’m More Than My Job
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In fact, trials become an opportunity to grow in Christ-like 
character that develops as we walk by faith. This includes 
growing in humility, contentment, joy, and perseverance. Each 
of these Christ-centered character traits comes when we 
embrace our identity in Christ.

As I know all too well, this does not take away the pain of 
job loss or eliminate the emotional struggle of being 
downsized. And there still will be signifi cant fi nancial hurdles 
to overcome as well. But our hope is this: If you have received 
Jesus Christ the Lord, you already have the most precious 
jewel—Christ in you the hope of glory (Colossians 1:27).

To showcase a diamond, a jeweler will place it against a 
black backdrop. This helps to show off the brilliance of the 
jewel. In the same way, God will often allow trials to come into 
our lives, as a backdrop before the world, so that the glory of 
his Son will shine even more clearly from our lives. This is the 
jewel in job loss—to grow in the grace and knowledge of Christ 
and to learn who we are in him.

Richard S. Jensen Jr. is the author of Finding the Jewel in 
Job Loss: Walking by Faith in Unemployment. This 
article is adapted from one that originally appeared on 
ChristianBibleStudies.com. 
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Reflect
 What kind of things in your past (or present) has kicked the 
props out from under you? What good did you see this produce 
in you?

 Read what the Bible has to say about the nature of our new 
identity in Christ. Each of these aspects of our identity in 
Christ can provide hope and encouragement when we are in the 
throes of hardship: We are the redeemed (Psalm 107:1–3; Luke 
1:68–69). We are the justifi ed (Romans 3:23¬–26; 8:30; 1 
Corinthians 6:11). We are chosen (Romans 8:30; Colossians 
3:12; 1 Peter 2:9). We are children of God (John 1:12; 
Galatians 3:26; Romans 8:14–16). We are heirs and co-heirs 
with Christ (Romans 8:17; Galatians 4:7; Titus 3:7). We are 
elect exiles and strangers in this world (1 Peter 1:1; 2:11; 
Leviticus 25:23). 
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I often do not understand who I am or what I do.
Calvin said that it is impossible to know myself without 
coming to know God—and impossible to know God without 
coming to know myself.

Yet I fi nd in some ways the older I grow, the more a 
mystery I am.

I talked with a man recently who has attended our church 
for a long time, someone I respect and admire. He said that 
sometimes he got the feeling that I cared more about trying 
to get people outside our church to start attending than I 
care about the people who are actually here. And I found this 
pricked something tender inside me in ways that other 
criticisms might not.

Our public personas often overshadow 
our true identity. 

By John Ortberg

Who Am I?
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Am I a visionary, an innovator, a leader boldly calling people 
on an adventure of change and mission? Or am I selfi shly 
ambitious? Do I want to be pastor of a large church so I can feel 
successful and signifi cant? Or am I both? And if I am—what are 
the percentages?

Paul said once, “I do not understand what I do.” Many of 
Paul’s teachings elude me, but not that one.

I fi nd myself a tale of three persons, kind of an anti-Trinity.
There’s the public me. I prepare talks, and lead meetings, and 

say words that I want others to hear. This public me isn’t 
deliberately false. But I am always aware, when I am in the 
presence of other people, of how they will hear what I say. This 
awareness is a kind of fi lter that I cannot put away. This public 
me will always be gauging other peoples’ responses and 
adjusting accordingly. I often do not like this dynamic. But I 
cannot fl ip it off as if it were a switch.

There is the private me. This is the me who watches and 
listens and feels. I sometimes avoid this me, especially in 
seasons of great busyness. When I slow down, and bring the 
private me before God, I often become aware of my inadequacies 
or sense of lack. I sometimes can slow down to a level of deep 
peace, or of awareness of my longing for God. This private me 
often seems surprisingly confl icted—moved some times by 
genuine desires to serve and grow, and other times by refl exive 
habits of greed or resentment.

There is the real me. This is true person who inhabits my 
life; the mixture of what is admirable and what is squalid and 
what is small. This me must exist, and must be fully known if 
justice is to prevail.

But I do not know this real me. I often do not know what my 
real motives are. In some ways, the other people in my life see 
the real me better than I do.
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The formation of real souls is the one process going on in 
the universe that really matters. The sanctifi cation of my own 
soul is the primary task with which I am charged by God.

One of the ironies of church ministry is it can cause me to 
neglect what matters most, in the name of doing what matters 
most.

I have just fi nished reading Eric Metaxas’ biography of 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer; one of the most challenging books I have 
read in a long time. I found myself asking myself questions 
repeatedly as I read it. Am I becoming someone like 
Bonhoeffer? Would I make the thousands of small and large 
choices he made that led to his martyrdom at Hitler’s hands? 
Or would I be like the many pastors who could smoothly 
rationalize their collaboration with evil rather than risk 
failure, disgrace and death?

Is our church producing people like Bonhoeffer? Really? Or 
are we just aiming to have more and more people come to more 
and more events?

Shortly before he was martyred, Bonhoeffer wrote a poem 
that has haunted people ever since. It gives voice to the struggle 
of a sensitive soul grappling with the tension between the public 
and the private and the real self. It is a gift to all of us who 
aspire to follow in the steps of the One who went before us.

Who am I? They often tell me I would step from my cell’s 
confi nement calmly, cheerfully, fi rmly, like a squire from 
his country-house.

Who am I? They often tell me I would talk to my warden 
freely and friendly and clearly, as though it were mine to 
command.

Who am I? They also tell me I would bear the days of 
misfortune equably, smilingly, proudly, like one accustomed 
to win.

How Do I Define Myself?
Who Am I?
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Am I then really all that which other men tell of, or am I 
only what I know of myself, restless and longing and sick, 
like a bird in a cage, struggling for breath, as though hands 
were compressing my throat, yearning for colors, for 
fl owers, for the voices of birds, thirsting for words of 
kindness, for neighborliness, trembling with anger at 
despotisms and petty humiliation, tossing in expectation of 
great events, powerlessly trembling for friends at an infi nite 
distance, weary and empty at praying, at thinking, at 
making, faint and ready to say farewell to it all.

Who am I? This or the other? Am I one person today, and 
tomorrow another? Am I both at once? A hypocrite before 
others, and before myself a contemptibly woebegone 
weakling? Or is something within me still like a beaten 
army, fl eeing in disorder from victory already achieved?

Who am I? They mock me, these lonely questions of mine.
Whoever I am, Thou knowest, O God, I am thine.

Reflect
 How would you answer the question: Who am I? 

 John Ortberg struggles with his motivation in being a pastor. 
What one thing do you struggle with most in defi ning who you 
are? Why?

 What comfort do you fi nd in the conclusion of Bonhoeffer’s 
poem?

How Do I Define Myself?
Who Am I?
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Is Ministry 
a Job or 
Vocation?
The difference may be important to 
maintain our identity in Christ.
By Brandon O’Brien

Eugene Peterson laments in For the Beauty of the Church: 
Casting a Vision for the Arts (Baker Books, 2010) that he 
has been “trying for fi fty years now to be a pastor in a 
culture that doesn’t know the difference between a vocation 
and a job.” It was a bunch of artists that clued him in on the 
difference. 

Defi nitions are in order. According to Peterson, a job is 
“an assignment to do work that can be quantifi ed and 
evaluated.” Most jobs come with job descriptions, so it “is 
pretty easy to decide whether a job has been completed or 
not . . . whether a job is done well or badly.” This, Peterson 
argues, is the primary way Americans think of the pastor 
(and, presumably, the way pastors think of themselves). 
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Ministry is “a job that I get paid for, a job that is assigned to 
me by a denomination, a job that I am expected to do to the 
satisfaction of my congregation.”

A vocation is not like a job in these respects. The word 
vocation comes from the Latin word vocare, “to call.” Although 
the term today can refer to any career or occupation (according 
to Webster), the word (vocatio, I imagine) was coined to 
describe the priestly calling to service in the church. So 
vocation = calling. This is how Peterson is using the word, 
anyway. And the struggle for pastors today, he continues, is to 
“keep the immediacy and authority of God’s call in my ears 
when an entire culture, both secular and ecclesial, is giving 
me a job description.”

During his seminary education in New York City, Peterson 
worked with a group of artists. They were dancers and poets 
and sculptors, and they all worked blue-collar jobs as taxi 
drivers, waiters, and salesmen—whatever they had to do to pay 
the rent and put food on the table. Soon enough Peterson 
realized that “none of them were defi ned by their jobs—they 
were artists, whether anyone else saw them as artists, and 
regardless of whether anyone would ever pay them to be 
artists.” That is to say, being an artist wasn’t a job for them, 
but a vocation. Their jobs simply kept them alive so they could 
pursue their vocations. “Their vocation didn’t come from what 
anyone thought of them or paid them.” 

I found this discussion both liberating and convicting. 
Looking back over the past decade or so, I wonder if the angst 
I’ve experienced while trying to fi gure out what to do with my 
life has stemmed from confusing these two categories. 

In my senior year of high school, I “surrendered to the 
gospel ministry” (that’s what we called it). I sensed a calling to 
dedicate my life and career to serving Christ through the local 
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church. I immediately understood that vocation in terms of the 
jobs that commitment made possible or impossible. Before 
then, I wanted to teach high school English for a living. After, 
I knew that a call to ministry meant abandoning that career. 
At the time, the only ministers I knew were senior pastors, 
youth ministers, and worship leaders. The job description of 
pastor seemed the best decision.

In college I waffl ed. I was pastoring a church and didn’t 
appreciate the identity foisted upon me when people from 
church introduced me as “Pastor Brandon.” I still felt the sense 
of vocation, but didn’t like the job. Since then I’ve been trying 
to fi gure out what job would be enable me to live out my 
vocation. 

The trouble is, I’m not sure I could tell you in a sentence 
what I feel called to. I have several jobs: editor, writer, college 
instructor, doctoral student (not paid for it, but it sure is 
work). None of those things are “ministry” in the strictest 
sense. Yet I feel “called” to ministry still, and there are parts 
of each of my jobs that satisfy my sense of calling. But it sure 
would be nice to answer the question, “What do you do?” with a 
sentence that doesn’t begin, “Well, it’s complicated . . .” 

Jobs pay the bills; vocations may or may not. I suspect bi-
vocational pastors, as they’re called, must have a deeper sense 
of vocation than the rest of us. So many men and women who 
feel called to the ministry drop out when they can’t fi nd a job 
at a church that’s big enough to pay their rent and student 
loans because we tend to think of ministry as the job that will 
put food on our tables. I admire the men and women who do 
what they have to for a living so they can do what they are 
called to do for the kingdom. 

This article fi rst appeared on OutOfUr.com. 



30

©2012 Christianity Today        www.GiftedForLeadership.com

How Do I Define Myself?
Is Ministry a Job or Vocation?

Reflect
 Would you describe your ministry as a vocation or a calling? 
Why? 

 How does a calling supersede a vocation and drift into all 
parts of life?

 Why might thinking through this issue you help you more 
fi rmly grasp your identity and calling in Christ?
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30 Days 
to Reset 
Your Identity
Take 30 days to meditate on these 
Scripture passages to remind you of 
your new identity in Christ.
By Tami Rudkin

Each of the following truths describes our identity in Christ. Each 

day, for the next 30 days, look up one of the following passages listed 

and pray thanksgiving using each of these descriptions.

Who Am I?

“Father, thank you that because of your son Jesus . . .”

1.   I am the salt of the earth (Matthew 5:13).

2.   I am the light of the world (Matthew 5:14).

3.   I am a child of God (John 1:12; Romans 8:14–15).
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4.   I am a child of God and in Christ (Galatians 3:26).

5.    I am part of the true vine, a channel of Christ’s life (John 
15:16)

6.   I am Christ’s friend (John 15:15).

7.    I am chosen and appointed by Christ to bear his fruit 
(John 15:16).

8.  I am a slave of righteousness (Romans 6:18).

9.  I am enslaved to God (Romans 6:22).

10. I am a joint heir with Christ (Romans 8:17).

11.  I am an heir of God (Galatians 4:6–7).

12.  I am a temple, a dwelling place, of God (1 Corinthians 
3:16; 6:19).

13.  I am united to the Lord (1 Corinthians 6:17).

14.  I am a member of Christ’s body (1 Corinthians 12:27; 
Ephesians 5:30).

15.  I am a new creation (2 Corinthians 5:17).

16.  I am reconciled to God and am a minister of reconciliation 
(2 Corinthians 5:18–19).

17.  I am a saint (Ephesians 1:1; 1 Corinthians 1:2; 
Philippians 1:1; Colossians 1:2).

18.  I am God’s workmanship, his handiwork, made to do his 
work (Ephesians 2:10).
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19. I am a prisoner of Christ (Ephesians 3:1; 4:1).

20. I am righteous and holy (Ephesians 4:24).

21.  I am a citizen of heaven (Philippians 3:20; Ephesians 
2:6).

22. I am hidden with Christ in God (Colossians 3:3).

23. I am chosen of God, holy and dearly loved (Colossians 
3:12; 1 Thessalonians 1:4).

24. I am a child of the light and not darkness (1 Thessalonians 
5:5).

25. I am one of God’s living stones, being built up in Christ as 
a spiritual house (1 Peter 2:5).

26. I am a member of a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy 
nation, a people for God’s own possession (1 Peter 2:9–10).

27. I am an alien and stranger to this world in which I 
temporarily live (1 Peter 2:11).

28. I am an enemy of the devil (1 Peter 5:8).

29. I am a child of God and I will resemble Christ when he 
returns (1 John 3:1–2).

30. I am born of God, and the evil one cannot touch me (1 
John 5:18).

This article was originally published on SmallGroups.com. 
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Additional
Resources

Articles
Identity Crisis—One woman’s struggle with the label of 
“mama.” By Caryn Rivadeneira, available on 
GiftedForLeadership.com

My Husband’s Affair with the Church—Eileen Button’s 
The Waiting Place describes a marriage complicated by a 
pastor’s overcommitment to his congregation. By Jennifer 
Grant, available on Her.Meneutics.com

Taking a Break from Your Spouse—Research and 
experience confi rm that time away from one’s spouse actually 
strengthens the marital bond. By Michelle Van Loon, available 
on Her.Meneutics.com

Articles, books, and Bible studies 
to help you further
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Books
Stomping Out the Darkness: Discover Your True 
Identity in Christ and Stop Putting Up with the 
World’s Garbage by Neil T. Anderson, Dave Park (Regal 
Books, 2008). Want to break free from the constant pressure 
you feel to be something other than who you are? This book 
shows how to crack through and see who you really are 
through God’s eyes. God sees something better—as the person 
you can become, and accepts you for who you are now. 
Includes study guide.

Learning to Be You: How Our True Identity in Christ 
Sets Us Free by David D. Swanson (Baker, 2012). We all 
want the confi dence that comes from living out of our true 
identity, but how do we get there? Some of us spend our entire 
lives feeling like we are living a lie. We can be torn apart by 
our duplicity, or we can become so comfortable with putting on 
various personas to suit our situation that we don’t even 
realize we’re doing it. But if we are followers and disciples of 
Christ, our identity is already decided. What we need to learn 
is how to understand and embrace it. Discover the true source 
of your identity, and enjoy the peace and satisfaction that 
comes from being authentic and transparent to ourselves, our 
God, and the people who surround us. 

Becoming Who You Are: Embracing the Power of 
Your Identity in Christ by Dutch Sheets (Bethany House, 
2010). Before the fall, every facet of the human soul was 
guided by the Holy Spirit. Bestselling author Sheets says that 
God has every intention of restoring his creation to that ideal—
if we let him! A biblical reminder that believers are called to 
greatness because we’re made in Christ’s image. 

How Do I Define Myself?
Additional Resources
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Bible Studies and Online Resources
Women Leaders at Home—Juggling home life and 
ministry responsibilities can be challenging even for the 
best of us. This course is designed as six individual Bible 
studies aimed at helping you effectively address these 
issues. Explore biblical insight and perspective on topics 
such as identity, marriage, life balance, family, and 
children. Available from TodaysChristianWoman.com. 

Love Yourself? Deny Yourself?—Finding the balance 
between caring for yourself and serving others is diffi cult. 
Yet, self care is important to practice in order to prevent 
burnout and maintain “down time” in your life. The tension 
between self-love and self-denial is not easy to sort out, but 
we invite you to explore this delicate balance the articles in 
this download. You’ll fi nd articles that explore the negative 
impact of an overtaxing lifestyle and discover the 
consequences of neglecting self-care. Discover a theological 
basis for making self-care a priority and fi nd practical 
suggestions for how you can care for yourself—body and 
soul—in God-honoring ways. Available from 
TodaysChristianWoman.com.

Who Am I?—Women today have more choices than ever 
before, but this doesn’t necessarily mean that women are 
more fulfi lled. The greater freedom comes with added 
pressures and stress, even confusion. Many of us still 
struggle with the way we see ourselves, often second-
guessing our decision to pursue a career or to dedicate 
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ourselves solely to caring for home and family. Available 
from TodaysChristianWoman.com.

Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations in this 
download are from the Holy Bible, New Living Translation, 
©2007. Used by permission of Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 
Wheaton, Illinois 60189. All rights reserved.
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