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What Is Your Name?
1 Kings 19:1-15a; Luke 8:26-39

I missed being at Lakeside Sunday before last.  Our group of Lakeside
Pilgrims had a wonderful trip to Arizona, and we are deeply grateful for the
opportunity that the generosity of this congregation afforded us, but the week
never quite feels complete without worship at Lakeside.  

Many of you know that our trip was focused on learning about the
history, culture, and religion of the Native American tribes of the Southwestern
U.S., as well as exploring and worshiping in some of the most spectacular
natural surroundings imaginable. Though the trip offered a variety of
interactions and opportunities, and we will look forward to sharing more about
those in the near future, there were some themes that emerged from our trip,
especially as we heard the stories of the various indigenous peoples and
immigrant groups we encountered throughout the week.

One of the things we heard over and over was the significance and
power of names. On our very first day, we visited the Heard Museum of
American Indian Art in downtown Phoenix, where there is a powerful and
informative exhibit called “Away From Home,” which tells the stories of the
Native children who were taken from their families, often forcibly, and sent
across the country to boarding schools run by the federal government.
Though we don’t have accurate records of the exact number of families
affected, we do know that the schools, which remained open for nearly a
century between 1869 and the 1960's, housed hundreds of thousands of
children. In the year 1925 alone, an estimated 60,000 children were put on
trains and sent to the over 100 boarding schools across the country, some as
far away from Arizona as Connecticut. Though there were many cruel and
even tragic ways that the schools attempted anglicize and “civilize” the native
peoples, there were common stories: from young toddlers through older
teens, the children were always given a new name.  When the children arrived
at the schools, their hair was cut, their Native clothing was taken away, they
were assigned a birthdate based on their estimated age, they were forbidden
from speaking their native languages, and they were given  so-called
“Christian” names.  Alone and afraid, taken away from their parents and all
that was familiar to them, it seems that changing their names was a final

1



attempt at humiliating their people and stripping them of their culture and
identity.

Later in the week, near the end of our journey in Arizona, we spent an
afternoon with Greg and Sheila Long who are Cooperative Baptist Fellowship
ministers and members of the Navajo Nation.  During our visit with them, as
well as when we met with an elder from the Apache Nation, we learned how
the native peoples introduce themselves by telling their first name, then the
name identifying their mother’s clan, and finally the name of their father’s clan.
In their tradition, names are important because they help to establish
individual identity as well as one’s relationships, loyalties, and connections to
the land.  One of the things Greg Long, in particular, emphasized was that his
people have often been known by the names given to them by the European
explorers or rival tribes.  Increasingly, however, he and his people, as well as
their cousins the Apache, are reclaiming the practice of referring to
themselves by their traditional ancestral names and not the often derogatory
or misinformed names given to them by their oppressors or enemies. Names
matter, and the ability to claim one’s own name, rather than to be defined by
another, is a matter of empowerment and dignity. 

From the earliest stories of the Bible, we also see that names have
great significance, and the power to confer names is taken very seriously. In
the beginning, for example, God gave to the human creatures made in God’s
own image the power to name the other creatures, a sign of our authority over
and responsibility to care for the creation.  Of course, parents named their
children, but in many cases, God also changed people’s name after a divine
encounter left them with a new identity or purpose. Names almost always
carried some significance, indicating something about the person’s
relationships, status, or characteristics.  And since the power to name was
also seen as the power to define or control and was thought to carry so much
authority, when Moses came face to face with God and asked for a name to
take back to his people, knowing perhaps that even an attempt to speak the
name of God would misrepresent God’s character and could never be fully
grasped, God answered cryptically, “Tell them ‘I AM has sent me to you”
(Exodus 3:14). 

In today’s Gospel lesson, we find another example of the power in a
name. Jesus had just calmed the storm and stepped out of the boat on the
other side of the lake in the land of the Gerasenes, where he and his disciples
encounter a man said to be possessed by demons.  The man had been
suffering for some time, separated from society and forced to live in the
tombs. Because of his condition, he was unclean to participate in the
community, had been bound, and was feared, rejected, and likely ridiculed.
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While there are many intriguing aspects to this story, including Jesus’ healing
miracle, the report that the demons begged Jesus to let them enter the nearby
swine which subsequently drowned, and the fear which overtook those who
heard about the healing, what captured my attention about this story was
Jesus’ initial exchange with the man. The man cried out to Jesus for mercy,
and Jesus’ response was to ask him his name. With this question, probably
for the first time in a long time, the man was treated as human, with
compassion and dignity rather than being ignored, humiliated, or regarded
with contempt. “What is your name?” Jesus asked him, giving the man the
opportunity to identify himself rather than have others label him.  To someone
like this man who is used to being avoided, shunned, and mistreated, “What
is your name?” expresses care, recognizes his worth, and empowers him to
speak for and define himself.

As significant as Jesus’ question is, however, the man’s answer is
heartbreaking. In the face of such compassion, the man can only identify
himself by the demons that have possessed him.  Perhaps he has come to
believe what everyone has said about him. Maybe he has come to define
himself solely by that which binds him, by his pain and hopelessness. So
rather than embracing the gift Jesus was offering to him to speak for himself
and recover his dignity, the man responds that his name is “Legion,” because
he no longer knows who he is apart from the demons which hold him captive.
 

This desperate and broken man Jesus encountered certainly isn’t alone
in this kind of reaction. As we heard earlier, despite being sent by God to call
the King and the people to turn away from worshiping false gods and to return
to the worship of the God of Israel, and after performing several miracles and
defeating the Ba’als at Mount Carmel in spectacular fashion, and having the
rains come to end the long and devastating drought, one would think that
Elijah would be feeling pretty confident in God’s power as well as in his own
accomplishments. Instead, we find him cowering under a tree and begging
God to end his life. Even after Elijah was protected, empowered, and
completely vindicated by God, he could not see to define himself as God’s
prophet or the one called to protect and restore the faith of his people.
Instead, Elijah says to God, “I am alone and afraid. I am failure. I am no better
than my ancestors.”  In a moment of fear and self-doubt, the great prophet
could not trust God or believe in his own worth but instead could only see
himself in the light of his limitations, fears, and despair.  

We do this to ourselves, too, don’t we?  Despite the abundance of
blessings, assurances of God’s presence, and experiences of God’s mercy
we have received, we are also prone to define ourselves by our self-doubts
and fears.  We are too often more likely to allow our anxieties and the labels

3



the world has imposed upon us to define us rather than embracing the mercy,
love, and acceptance of God.  

The world lies to us at every turn, telling us that we can never measure
up, can never be enough.  But why do we believe it?  The God who created
us and knows us better than we know ourselves, who knows our thoughts and
the longings of our hearts, sees every shortcoming and sin, every
imperfection and limitation and still loved us enough to become one of us in
order to redeem us and cares for us enough to continue to walk with us
through the journey of life,  Though as believers we say we trust in God, why
is it so much easier to believe what our culture, our adversaries, our critics,
or even our own insecurities say about us instead of finding our worth in the
value God has placed in us and the beautiful new creations we are becoming
through our faith in Christ?

When Jesus comes to us in compassion and asks, “What is your
name?” what will be our answer?  Will we respond based on the fears and
scars and inner-demons which bind us to our self-doubt? 

Will we respond:
My name is “I’m not as young and attractive as I used to be.”  My name

is “I’ve put on too much weight.” My name is “I’m not as smart as the other
kids in my class.”  My name is “I’m insecure in my abilities.’” My name is “I’m
an inadequate parent.” My name is “I can’t forgive myself.”  My name is “I’ll
never be good enough.”  My name is “addiction.”  My name is “mistake.”   My
name is “broken.” My name is “failure.” 

Or will we reach out to receive the healing and mercy Christ extends
and the new life of freedom being offered to us by the grace of God?  Will we
believe our demons, or will we believe the God who comes searching for us,
who gives himself for us, and One who has said to us:

“I have called you by name, and you are mine.” (Isaiah 43:1)
“I have engraved your name on the palm of my hand.” (Isaiah 49:16)
“I have called you friends, because I have entrusted to you everything
that I have heard from my Father.” (John 15:15) 
“God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ
died for us.”  (Romans 5:8) 
“See what love the Father has given us that we should be called the
 children of God.” (1 John 3:1)
“You are precious and honored in my sight, and I love you.” (Isaiah
43:1)
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Many of you are probably familiar with the story of John Newton, who
penned one of the most beloved hymns of the Church, “Amazing Grace.” 
Newton was not raised a Christian, and eventually grew up to work in the
Atlantic slave trade. He gained a reputation as a profane and unkind man. In
1748 a violent storm knocked Newton's boat off course, and he cried out to
God for mercy. He later claimed this event as the beginning of his conversion. 
Around 1755, he ended his participation in the slave trade and began studying
theology.  He was ordained in the Church of England in 1764.  Newton would
eventually become an active and powerful voice  in the abolition movement.
He spoke honestly of the horrors of slavery, and lived to see it abolished in
England in 1807.

In speaking about the dramatic transformation of his life and his
realization of the immensity of God’s grace, Newton said, “I am not what I
ought to be, I am not what I want to be, and I am not what I hope to be in
another world; but still I am not what I used to be, and by the grace of God I
am what I am.”1

The story of the demon-possessed man gives witness to the immense,
transformative, amazing grace of which John Newton wrote and which God
offers to us all. Even when Jesus extends the dignity of asking, “What is your
name?”, the man in Luke’s story can still define himself only by the bondage
to his suffering and shame.  But Jesus drives out the demons and gives the
man the chance to return to his home, instructing him to share the good news
of that God had done for him. In the midst of the man’s despair, Jesus comes
to him, responds to him in love, and restores him to life.

In all the ways that Jesus comes to us, loves and restores us, offers his
compassion, and embraces us as his own, if we are like the Gerasene man,
so trapped in our pain and fettered by our demons that we cannot fully trust
Christ’s gift of mercy; or like Elijah, wallowing in self-doubt and fear so that we
cannot even recognize the presence of God in our lives, we may miss the joy
and freedom of the new life, the restored life, the full and abundant life, that
God offers by his amazing grace. 

So when Jesus asks us “What is your name?” we have the assurance
that the answer is already right there, engraved on the palm of his hand: Your
name is Precious, Redeemed, Beloved Child of God.  Thanks be to God!

1John Newton, as quoted in The Christian Pioneer, 1856. Edited by Joseph Foulkes Winks, p. 84.
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June 23, 2019 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We gather in this place week by week seeking your presence, O Lord,
and often searching for answers, for community, for comfort, and for peace. 
We are called to a life of faith and discipleship, but sometimes your call
demands more than we bargained for.  The world would measure success
and happiness by quantity: what is the biggest, the most, the best; and
convince us that our worth is to be found in what we can achieve and how
much we can acquire.  

But Christ has called his followers to life in a kingdom that is like a
hidden treasure, whose economy is measured by obedience and joy and
compassion.  Where the world tells us to do whatever we must to remain in
control and get ahead, Jesus teaches that the last will be first, that the
greatest faith grows from the tiniest of seeds, that true power is found in
vulnerability, that those willing to give the most will, in turn, gain the whole
world.  O God, grant us the grace to hear your call above the flattery and
deception of other messages that beckon to us, and give us the courage to
follow you instead of chasing after attractions and accolades that are
temporary.  Make us attentive to the sound of  your voice.  Grant us wisdom
to discern your truth. Give us endurance and creativity to work toward the
vision of your kingdom. 
 

We have only to look around us, O Lord, throughout this community and
around our world, to see the needs that surround and sometimes overwhelm
us.  Images on the evening news are stark reminders of places where
violence and corruption and oppression threaten to rob your children of life
and security and freedom.  We pray that you would make of us messengers
of your peace.  Even in our land where opportunities are available and
resources are abundant, there are dark corners where poverty and
hopelessness seem to reign.  We pray that you would grant us generous and
compassionate hearts in the face of such need.  Among our own number
there are many who are plagued by illness, crippled by grief or haunted by
fear.  We pray that you would empower us to bring healing and offer comfort. 
Within our own circle of friends and family, there are needs of body, mind and
spirit which  we want to meet but which leave us feeling depleted and
helpless.  We pray that you would enable us to offer words of hope and to
share your love and mercy in ways that will bring assurance to these for whom
we pray that they are not alone in their struggle.  Grant to each of us, O Lord,
grace for this day and hope for all our days to come.  In the name of Jesus
Christ our Lord and by the power of your Holy Spirit we pray.  Amen.
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