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“Who am I?” It’s the question that many of us find ourselves asking from time to time 

throughout our lives. “Who am I?” I often find that I need to answer that question when someone 

asks for my biography or wants to introduce me to someone else or a group of people. I usually 

go to a current copy that I have in a file on my computer and check to see if it’s up to date. By 

that, I mean does it contain all the current information that I might want someone to know about 

me? 

 

When I first sat down to write my own bio sheet years ago, I made sure that it had all of my 

degrees in it as well as my appointments career background. When invited for a speaking 

engagement, a biography helps to tell the story of my education and my work experiences. It’s 

usually important for folks to know that I’m an ordained elder in The United Methodist Church 

and I’ve been doing this work for over 22 years now. This year represents the 20th year since my 

commissioning. So a part of who I am is represented by my studies and my career. 

 

On the other hand, and more importantly (I believe), I’m the husband to Dawn who has 

supported me in life and work for 23 official years this year, not counting the time that we were 

dating, which adds a few years. As in any marriage, a key part of who I am is tied to the one I 

love, who completes me and whose presence in my life makes me whole. Our identities are 

wrapped up in the people with whom we relate as well as our careers and our degrees. 

 

When it comes to my career as a pastor, that is usually a conversation stopper, right? If you don’t 

believe me, then just tell that person that sat down next to you on the plane that you are pastor. 

They will either chat your ear off or the conversation will end in that moment because they don’t 

want to say anything to offend. So I try to avoid it at all costs because people usually make 

assumptions that may or may not be true based on who they think I should be when I tell them, 

“I’m a pastor,” even if it is a good way to talk about Jesus next. 

 

I’ll never forget the time several years ago when Dawn and I went on one of those crazy long 

timeshare presentations. Ninety minutes isn’t too bad for a few nights’ stay at a nice resort or 

great show tickets, right? Except when you can’t ever seem to find those three hours back in your 

life, right? 

 

“A STORY WORTH REMEMBERING” 
Matthew 3:13-17 

Rev. Elbert Paul Dulworth 

 
First United Methodist Church 

Birmingham, Michigan 

 

 

 

 

 



2 

 

In no time at all, the saleswoman asked us who we were and what we did. I told her that I was a 

counselor. It’s true, isn’t it? Am I not a spiritual counselor? That’s a part of the work that I do. It 

worked well until we were getting ready to leave towards the end and we weren’t buying. So the 

manager came out to try one last time with us. He asked what we did and our salesperson said, 

“He’s a counselor.” The manager said, “I used to be a counselor, as well. What’s your specialty 

and where do you practice?” If you’re going to lie, you need to have it all figured out, friends.  

“Spiritual counselor” just didn’t sound so convincing, so I came clean and fessed up that I was a 

pastor. 

 

We not only identify ourselves by our educational background, our degrees, our families and 

loved ones, but we might also even identify ourselves by what others say about us, too. I know 

that for many years, when I had to fill out my annual clergy profile and it always asked where 

were on the theological spectrum, I refused to answer the question. I was as vague as the 

question itself. I’d say, “Well, some see me as evangelical because I want people to know Jesus 

while others see me as more progressive because I care about correcting injustices when I see 

them.” 

 

One day, Jesus turned to his disciples and asked, “Who do people say that I am?” They answered 

him with a variety of responses that they had heard: “John the Baptist; Elijah; one of the 

prophets.” So Jesus asked them, “But who do you say that I am?” Peter spoke up and said, “You 

are the Messiah of God.”1 Even Jesus seemed to know what others said about him. Yet, I wonder 

if that impacted what he thought of himself. 

 

It’s one thing when folks speak well of you. On the other hand, it’s quite different when they’ve 

said something that strikes you to the core, right? When what someone has said about you hurts, 

it hits hard, doesn’t it? Sometimes, it might even have a way of defining who you are. Yet, for 

many, it’s not just the words of others that define us, it’s also what we come to believe about 

who we are that defines us, as well. 

 

I’ve told you before that one of my greatest strengths can also be one of my greatest struggles. 

I’m a perfectionist. I work hard to excel in everything that I do. It’s a desired trait for many. Yet, 

my biggest fear is “failing.” When I’ve committed to doing something, you get all of me. On the 

other hand, I am my own worst critic. While I don’t let the fear of falling down keep me from 

acting, I can be pretty tough on myself when I do fail. Or even when I think that by my own 

standards I have failed. To fail; not to be “good enough;” to have given it my all only to discover 

that it didn’t work out, those words hurt me to my core. It goes along with being the all “A” 

student, perhaps. 

 

Today is “Baptism of the Lord Sunday.” Our scripture lesson is the familiar story of Jesus’ 

baptism by John in the Jordan River. Listen to who John says that Jesus is, as well as for the 

words that are proclaimed about Jesus at the very end of the passage in Matthew 3:13-17: 

 

Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by him. John 

would have prevented him, saying, “I need to be baptized by you, and do you 

come to me?” But Jesus answered him, “Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in 

this way to fulfill all righteousness.” Then he consented. And when Jesus had 
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been baptized, just as he came up from the water, suddenly the heavens were 

opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting 

on him. And a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I 

am well pleased.” 2 

 

When Jesus approaches John the Baptist, even John asks him why he’s coming to him for 

baptism. John recognizes his own unworthiness in that moment. “Who am I,” he seems to ask, 

“that you would could to me? Surely, I need to be baptized by you. You’ve got this all wrong.”  

Just before this passage, John had told his own disciples, “I’m not worthy to carry his sandals.”3  

On the other hand, who is he to turn down Jesus’ request when Jesus insists that John baptize 

him? 

 

While John wonders about his own worthiness, about his own identity, I hear this passage and 

wonder if Jesus wonders a little about who he was as well as he entered into the waters of 

baptism. He knew he needed to do this. He told John that, but what did he know about himself as 

he entered into the waters? What had people said about him? Did they know that he was Joseph 

and Mary’s son? Did they know anything other than what John had said? Did they talk about his 

background; his birth story? Did they know that his family fled to Egypt to escape Herod’s 

slaughter of the innocents? What did they say about Jesus as he entered into the waters of his 

baptism? 

 

In any case, as he comes up, a voice from heaven speaks, saying, “This is my Son, the Beloved, 

with whom I am well pleased.” The reality in that moment is that nothing else matters. No other 

names that had been ascribed to him or would be ascribed to Jesus mattered. No background that 

he had or would have mattered. No names that he took onto himself or would ever take onto 

himself; none of those mattered. The only words spoken by the heavens, the only words that God 

declares are these: “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” 

 

My friends, it is in the waters of baptism that God declares the claim on Jesus’ life. It is in the 

waters of our own baptism that God declares a claim on our lives, as well. No matter what we 

may have come to think about who we are; no matter how much we may have failed; no matter 

what mistakes we think we have made; no matter what anyone else may have said about us, says 

about us, or will say about us; GOD CLAIMS US; GOD CLAIMS YOU AND ME with the 

words, “This is my child, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” 

 

When we enter the waters of our baptism, we have already been claimed by God. As we go down 

into those waters, we are held by the one who went before us. And when we arise, we arise 

claimed by the One who holds us in all of life. No matter what other names people may ascribe 

to us, there is only one identity that really matters, “You are BELOVED.” 

 

This past Monday, Dr. Richard A. Friedman, a professor of clinical psychiatry and the director of 

the psychopharmacology clinic at the Weill Cornell Medical College, wrote an opinion piece in 

The New York Times entitled, “Why Are Young Americans Killing Themselves?” In the article, 

he notes that suicide has risen to become the second-leading cause of death among young people 

ages 10 to 24, second only to accidents. He suggested that it’s almost going unnoticed, and even 

though we have the capacity to address mental health issues, we have failed to do so.4 
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Too many have experienced this alarming trend in our own families and among our own loved 

ones. Stigmas may still exist among some populations when it comes to receiving mental health 

care. Others cite rising trends in social media usage and cyberbullying. Friedman suggests a call 

to action in the United States to address the lack of mental healthcare for our young people.5 

 

An article in Reuters last year noted that young people in the LGBTQ+ community are between 

three and six times more likely to attempt suicide, with transgender young people being at the 

higher end of that spectrum. 

 

What might we in the Church have to say in a world with such staggering statistics? Is our 

partisan or theological bickering really worth what we do to one another and those around us?  

How do we respond in the presence of the One who comes to us before we enter the waters of 

baptism and places a claim on us as “BELOVED”? Could it be that at the font, we are not only 

reminded of who we are, but also how we might live as a community of BELOVED children of 

God once more? 

 

Perhaps the greatest words we speak to one another are to remind one another that we are more 

than our actions, we are more than our names, we are more than our degrees, we are more than 

our accolades, we are more than our mistakes and our failures, we are more than the names that 

have built us up and those that have torn us down to feel as if we are nothing, we are more than 

our greatest successes and our biggest screw-ups. Entering the water, going down, and rising 

again, we are “BELOVED,” and that is the only name that matters. 

 

Some have asked me from time to time why I wear a white alb rather than a black preaching robe 

like others might. I have a preaching robe. It’s navy blue rather than black. My great-

grandmother (who was instrumental to my call) and my family gave it to me when I graduated 

from seminary. The preaching gown is a symbol of a pastor’s academic work. It’s important that 

our clergy are educated. On the other hand, the alb is a simpler white garment. It represents 

clothing oneself in Christ. It reminds me who I am called to be, a representative of Christ’s 

presence, and serves to remind us all that together we are called to robe ourselves in Christ. 

 

When we know one another to be “BELOVED” first, we speak differently and act differently 

toward one another. It’s why I always bring our children out into the congregation at baptisms, 

because we’re reminding them who they are and who we are saying that we will be for them. 

 

One of your former associate pastors, Matt Hook, said this about his baptism this past week:  

 

As a six-week old baptized at the Birmingham church, I talked all the way 

through and over Dr. Ernest Thomas who was baptizing me and a few others. And 

he would get louder, and then I would get louder and then he would get louder 

and then I would get louder. I guess I come by it naturally! 

 

Here, at this font, he learned who he was. 

 



5 

 

Here at the font, we remind one another again today who we are and who we will be. 

BELOVED! BELOVED! BELOVED! And that’s all that matters. And that’s a story worth 

remembering! 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Mark 8:27-29. 
2 Matthew 3:13-17, NRSV. 
3 Matthew 3:11b, NRSV. 
4 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/06/opinion/suicide-young-people.html 
5 Ibid. 

 


