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There is a call, or should I say an email, that I’ll probably never forget. It was in May 2012. I'm sitting at my
dining room table with my laptop open in Princeton, NJ, and see that I have an email from Professor Rick Lischer
of Duke Divinity School who was chair of the university search committee for the next Dean of Duke Chapel. He
said that I was nominated for the position, and he wanted to know if I'd be open to having a conversation. At my
dining room table in that moment, I got real theological and said, ‘holy cow!’

Later that week, I had an actual phone call with Rick about the position. A call, literal or figurative, can
come when you’re not looking for it. That’s how a call works. We hear all throughout the Bible, like in Jeremiah,
that “The word of the Lord came.” And it came out of nowhere in my direction. Off the radar, not on my mind or
heart, when you least expect it. Circumstances are thriving, you’re focused on doing your best work right where you
are, you’re imagining remaining where you are for the next 40 years, and then boom (!), you receive a call or an
email, shocking you out of the status quo. As I tell others, no matter how good you may be at strategy, you can’t
out-strategize God.

After receiving a call and the fireworks of surprise and joy dissipate, you may realize, “Whoa God, this is
too big for me.” But as Craig Barnes, former President of Princeton Seminary, reminded me several years ago in my
office when he came here to preach—one way to discern if something is of God is asking if it feels too big. If so,
then it might be a call from God. Calls are bigger than your own resources and are opportunities to trust God.

But what many people don’t discuss in professional settings like higher education is what can happen after
taking the call or reading the email or being accepted into Duke as a new student and moving forward into what
God has for you. Two words—impostor syndrome. It’s a psychological pattern where individuals doubt their
accomplishments and fear being exposed as a fraud, despite evidence of their competence. Characteristics of this
syndrome include persistent self-doubt, a fear of being exposed as unqualified, and attributing success to external
factors like luck rather than their own abilities.

Arthur Brooks, a professor at Harvard’s Business School and Kennedy School, says that all strivers have this
syndrome in common—so we know this includes Duke students and many others in this chapel today. The more
success one experiences, the more insecure one may feel and deal with impostor syndrome. You’re not sure you
earned the success or deserved it. Brooks says this impostor syndrome doesn’t happen to real impostors because
real impostors think they deserve the success!

Jeremiah is younger and at a beginning stage of his journey but still notice his response to God’s call to
make him a prophet to the nations. “Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a boy." There’s the self-
doubt. He feels inadequate and uncertain. And he articulates that self-defeating phrase, “I am only.” ‘It can’t be me,
God. You must mean Taylor Swift.” I am only a boy. I am only a first year Duke student. I am only from a rural
community. I am only from a single parent family. I am only.

Jeremiah was the son of Hilkiah and from a solid family of priests. He came from a legacy of faith. His
father’s name means “my portion is Yahweh” or “Yah is my lot.”” Yet even with such a background and heritage of
deep religious faith, there is self-doubt. He went to Sunday School and through all of the confirmation classes and
in college, he was involved in a campus ministry and yet he still feels like God can’t use him and feels like an
impostor. ‘What am I doing here? And you want me to do what and become what and to whom? I can’t. I am
only.



No matter how successful or accomplished one might be, no matter your healthy, well-adjusted background,
the impostor syndrome can haunt you. But the good news is that this is totally normal! You’re normal! Self-doubt
and self-questioning are normal, even in the life of faith. When Moses is called by God to bring the Israelites out of
Egypt, he says, “I am slow of speech and slow of tongue.” I can’t. When Mary is called to give birth to Jesus, she
says, “How can this be since I am virgin?”” I can’t. In the biblical call narratives, so often, the response to God’s call
is, ‘not me, Lord, pretty please, not me.” Human hesitancy is normative when God calls. And God calls us beyond
how we see ourselves and calls us to embrace who we will be, not just who we are in any given moment or time.
Jeremiah is a boy but will be a prophet to the nations.

His reaction is understandable. In fact, it could be a sign of leadership in knowing that you may be gifted
and talented, but you still need help; your own resources aren’t enough because you know your limitations.
Sometimes, leadership is saying, ‘I can’t! I don’t know how’ and recognizing we all need help sometimes and we
don’t have to be afraid of asking for it.

God knows our limits and frailties and shortcomings, which is why God says to Jeremiah, “Do not be
afraid.” Jeremiah’s “I can’t” leads to God’s “But I can.” ‘I am with you and I will put my words in your mouth. I
will help you. I will give you what you need. If I call you, I will equip you.”

Valerie Ashby, former dean of Trinity College at Duke and now President of University of Maryland,
Baltimore County, used to go around and give talks about impostor syndrome; she was featured in a Chronicle of
Higher Education piece on this very topic. She tells of how in her 40s, she had her dream job back at her home
institution (which was UNC-Chapel Hill by the way but we won’t hold that against her), living her best life but she
still felt “torn up” on the inside. So much success and many accolades as a professor and chemist and yet feeling
like a fraud among her peers. She endured impostor syndrome and thought “I’'m not as good as everybody else
around me.” A 2020 issue of the Journal of General Internal Medicine stated that 82% of people face feelings of
impostor syndrome.

We may underestimate and doubt ourselves like Jeremiah, but this doesn’t mean we have to underestimate
God. Our perceived limitations, our feelings of being an impostor, do not limit the work of God in and through us.
When you think you can’t, remember God can. And that’s the point.

You might see your limits, but God sees your unlimited potential. God calls you not for who you are now,
but toward who you will be. God calls you into becoming something more than you ever imagined. God will blow
your mind! Jeremiah never imagined that he would be a prophet to the nations. So this academic year, don’t let
impostor syndrome implode your heart and impede what God wants to do in your life. God may call you to the
nations and has already called you to Duke.

When I came for my on-campus interview for the dean of the chapel job, I preached a sermon from the
Gospel of Mark entitled, “Why are you afraid?” When then Duke President Brodhead interviewed me at a round
table in a room by ourselves in NYC, at one point, he stared me in the eyes and asked me directly, “Why are you
afraid?” Here was Duke’s President throwing my sermon back at me! From that time onward, I called him Pastor
Brodhead.

With calls from God, it is natural to be afraid. It is natural to feel inadequate and unsure. It’s natural to raise
excuses like I did. ‘Lord, I never lived in the South (because South Florida is not the South). Lord, they say things
like ‘Bless your heart; when it might not mean what you think!” Lord, you’re calling me to preach to devils?” All the
excuses. It might as well have been, ‘I am only.’

As the semester begins, let me ask you, ‘Why are you afraid?’, afraid of God’s call of who you are to be or
where you are to be or what you are to do. You are not an impostor. You may be a prophet.

Do not be afraid this year. God is with you.



