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Zak Ebrahim walked out onto the red circle of the TED Talk stage. He began telling the story of El-Sayyid Nosair.[footnoteRef:1] You may recognize the name. Osama Bin Laden urged the world to remember Nosair in one of his infamous videos.   [1:  http://www.ted.com/talks/zak_ebrahim_i_am_the_son_of_a_terrorist_here_s_how_i_chose_peace] 


In a calm, steady voice, Zak recounted how on November 5, 1990 Nosair walked into the ballroom of a hotel in Manhattan and shot and killed Rabbi Meir Kahane. Kahane was the leader of the Jewish defense league and had just urged American Jews to move back to Israel before it was too late.

Originally acquitted of the crime, Nosair was put in prison on gun charges. He was given the maximum of twenty-two years on the gun conviction. While in prison he, along with others, planned attacks on New York City landmarks like tunnels, synagogues, and the United Nations headquarters.  An FBI informant foiled those plans but was unable to stop the bombing of the World Trade Center in 1993.

The TED audience was polite and listened closely as Zak began telling Nosair’s story. But the mood in the room turned on a dime when Zak said, “El-Sayyid Nosair is my father.” Zak was only seven years old when the bombing happened. His father was grooming him for terrorism too.

You may not be the son or daughter of a terrorist, but you’ve been terrorized.  You’ve been terrorized by a voice telling you who you are. “You are…:
· …not good enough.”
· …not smart enough.”
· …not pretty or handsome enough.”
· …not athletic enough.”
· …not successful enough.”

Hear that voice long enough and your identity will be formed by it.  You will eventually believe you are not enough. The voices we hear that shape our identity begin early in life.

The first place is our family of origin. You learn quickly if you are loved by the way your parents and siblings treat you and speak to you. You walk away thinking “I am loved” or something less like “I’m not adequate.” You learn that you are loved for who you are or you learn you are loved because of what you do. Then you spend your life looking for love based on that identity.

Then society will tell you who you are.  Look at the cover of GQ or Glamour and see if somewhere down deep you don’t think, “My abs aren’t tight enough.”  “My teeth aren’t straight enough.” Society says we are valuable based on our looks. Thankfully my wife Karen has been helpful to me. We were at the gym. She was spotting me as I benched my 135 lbs. (Why are you laughing?) On that day Ted Johnson, who played for the New England Patriots and won three Super Bowl rings with them, was there working out. She kept looking at him. She’d look at him, then at me. She did this several times. 

Finally I said, “Would you stop comparing me to him? It makes me feel bad.” To which she replied, “Oh, don’t worry Rick. I’ve never been attracted to well-built men.” I think there was some encouragement in there. I’m still looking for it.

And then there’s school. Whether it’s Elementary or Jr. High or High School, our identities form quickly. Our grades are average so we become “average.” Your feelings get hurt one too many times and you’re labeled “sensitive.” You lose your temper and you become the “hothead.” You answer all the questions and become the “smart one.” You show up late and forget promises and you become “irresponsible.” You use humor to deflect your own insecurities and you become the “comedian.” You don’t get invited and you are “unwanted.” 

Those identity markers stick. And that’s where the third place we hear our identity from attacks us. Satan. Sure, he tells you who you are. And the big thing he does is he takes whatever it is you’ve taken on as your identity and he intensifies it.

You make a mistake and he labels you by some sin: adulterer, thief, liar, porn addict, alcoholic. Or, in general, “I’m a sinner.” So you do your best to live into that identity.

You find yourself left out and alone and he labels you “unloved.” Unloved by people. And then he gets you believing you’re unloved even by God. 

He’ll take whatever bone we throw him and use it against us because that’s his identity. Scripture calls him the “Accuser.” That’s what he does and that’s who he is and he’s had a long time to get good at it. The problem is we start believing his accusations.

Fortunately for us we have an advocate.  John writes, “My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may not sin. But if anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous” (1 John 2:1). You can’t stand up to Satan’s accusations on your own. That’s why you need an advocate. The word in Greek means a “pleader” or a “counsel for the defense.”

You and I are on the defensive because of who the Adversary says we are. We are on the defensive because of the identities we have taken on over the years. They terrorize us and defeat us. Satan takes a sin we commit and tries to throw us before God’s court of justice. And, to be honest, without Christ we are defenseless. It’s a slam-dunk case for the Accuser.

But in steps the Advocate and he says, “That’s not who this person is.”  And he begins to unfold his case. You see, in Christ we are not who we once were. Because of Christ we are a New Creation. Paul writes this to the Corinthian church: “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold, the new has come” (2 Corinthians 5:17).

“Passed away” carries with it the idea of “moving forward and passing something by.” Imagine driving down the road of your identity markers. You see the one labeled “average.” In the past you would stop and pick it up but now you keep passing it by. It’s not who you are. 

Or maybe you are a woman who has been the victim of domestic abuse. The marker you see is labeled “I’m the problem” and you are used to picking it up. You think there is something you did or said that caused the problem. But now, as a new creation, you pass by it. You don’t have to pick it up and carry that burden anymore. You now know it was never true to begin with. And you are already seeing something new in your life because of Christ.

That’s what the “new has come” means. There is something “coming into existence, being made.” It’s a new you that is free from the accusations of the Accuser and others in your life.

But that’s a powerful hold on us that is often hard to pass by. We need help along the way. So not only are we a new creation, we are given a New Father and Family. The order is crucial. We are shaped so profoundly by our family of origin. Our fathers and our families—for good or bad—contribute to our identity.

John understood. We don’t know much about his family but we do know he and his brother James had a label: “Sons of Thunder.” My hunch is they had a bunch of pent up anger from something. Perhaps their father handled situations by getting angry and that anger made others back down. Maybe that’s where they learned it. And so they were aggressive and wanted to sit on Jesus’ left and right when he established his kingdom.

They thought that kingdom would be on the earth, like Jesus would knock Caesar off his throne and let the two of them help run the known world. Things didn’t work out quite like they planned. And something changed. John became “the one Jesus loved.” Anger that came from his upbringing as a way to deal with what was happening around him turned into love. 

The change came from God. John would write: “See what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should be called children of God; and so we are” (1 John 3:1). That’s your identity and mine: children of God. Because we are his children, we have to be re-parented by God as our Father. 

A friend of mine moved into the Montrose area of Houston a number of years ago with the goal of helping young men become healthier in life. He and his wife have taken in a number of young men into their home and helped them move from dysfunction to health. He calls it “re-parenting.” 

Regardless of whether you were raised in a healthy home or an awful home, some of what you got was empty (1 Peter 1:18). That’s not intended to blame your family. It is intended to help you see that was who you were but now, with a new Father, you are to learn new ways to live life.

To help you in that learning you have a new family. “So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of God…” (Ephesians 2:19). “Household” is used three times in the New Testament and refers to a special bond that is intimate and related by blood. In this case it is not biological blood that binds us together as a household. It is the blood of Christ.

And just like our biological family this family has its own growing pains. It’s not always perfect.  At times it is messy. But the design is that we all start looking like our Father. We help each other grow into his likeness. We look at the Son, Jesus, and take our cues from him. 

We will always be connected to our biological families. For some that is a good thing. Others have tried to leave that family behind. But the good news is you have a new family. This is your identity now. You are a child of God and part of his household.

In this new family you have a New Name. The giving of new names when there was an act of God is nothing new in Scripture. Abram became Abraham. Sarai became Sarah. Jacob became Israel. Simon to Cephas.  Saul to Paul. So it’s no surprise that we get a new name when we come to Christ. The prophet foretold it: “…you shall be called by a new name that the mouth of the Lord will give” (Isaiah 62:2). 

Names are important. They are part of our identity. Once at the start of my sixth grade year my teacher called me “Richard.” I quietly corrected her and said, “It’s Rick.” She argued with me. “No, it’s really Richard and your parents call you Rick for short.” I said, “No ma’am. They said they knew they would just call me Rick so they decided that was what they would name me.”

She wouldn’t let up. I gave up. She called me Richard the rest of the year. And it bugged me because that wasn’t my name.

Whatever name you have heard in your head about who you are—the one the Accuser keeps calling you—is not who you are. That isn’t your name. When you become a new creation and have a new Father and family you get a new name. This is extremely important for you to understand. What happens when you come to Christ is that the Accuser wants you to keep being whoever it is he says you are. And whatever he says you are is summed up in the word “sinner.” He wants you to see yourself as a sinner that is always in doubt of the Father’s love.

Paul wouldn’t buy that for a second. In one of the strongest verses in the Bible he writes: “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Romans 8:1). Notice he doesn’t say there is “some condemnation.” He doesn’t say there “will be condemnation if you ever sin again.” He says there is “no condemnation.”

“No condemnation.” No accusations. No false identity. A new creation. A new Father and family. A new name.

Zak took on a new name. His family took on a new identity. A new life was created for them as they let their connection to Nosair pass away. Now he is speaking out about his journey in life. He wanted to turn away from the terrorist label he inherited to a new one based on love.

Your name has changed too. Want to know what it is? Try “in Christ Jesus” on and see how it fits. Satan can’t find anything to accuse Christ of. And because you are “in Christ” he can’t bring anything against you either. 

I believe I am significant because of my position as a child of God. Do you? You’re not who you used to be. You are who you are becoming in Christ. 

Now go out and live like he would. 
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