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What’s in a name? Growing up, I was one of three “Elberts” in my family. My grandfather was 

Elbert Dulworth, Sr., my father is Elbert Dulworth, Jr., but I am not a third. Neither of them had 

middle names, but I do. I was named Elbert Paul Dulworth after both of my grandfathers.  

 

Oh, Sunday family gatherings at my grandparents’ home were always fun! At some point in our 

gathering each week, the phone would inevitably ring and I would hear a family member 

respond, “Which one?”  

 

What was even better was if you could hear the caller trying to figure out that there were three of 

us in the house at that time. Friends of mine would ask for me by saying “Junior,” thinking that’s 

who I was, only to discover my father. Others would ask for my father by saying, “The older 

one,” and would end up with my grandfather. 

 

Besides carrying a family name, our version of “Elbert” is spelled differently than most people 

hear it. So whenever Dawn and I go out to eat and they ask for a reservation name, I just respond 

“Dawn,” because I know they’ll end up spelling it with an “A” even when I spell it out for them. 

 

Names are important, aren’t they? They tell us who you are. They tell us something about you.  

There’s nothing like the moment at the baptism of an infant when I ask, “What name has been 

given this child,” and we speak that name publicly in the gathered community of the faithful for 

the first time, acknowledging God’s grace at work in his or her life. 

 

Names can even tell us about your family connections. Years ago, a well-known school 

superintendent in the Upper Peninsula who bore the name K.W. Schulze used to tell his children 

how well their name was known all over town. In a small town, everyone knows your name 

when you’re the superintendent’s child. So he would say to them in their teenage years, “No 

matter what, you’ll always be my kids. Be certain to watch what you do and with whom you do 

it. In this town, you carry my name with you wherever you go.” 
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Names can also stir up strong emotions or feelings within us. For instance, this week, mentioning 

the name “Putin” may have most of us feeling a deep sense of anger as we watched the Russian 

military invade Ukraine at his commands. 

 

The name of President Zelenskyy of Ukraine might have been less familiar to our ears until 

recent days, but our hearts go out to him and his people as he has encouraged them to stand for 

their freedoms in the face of a military that is sweeping over them in days. His rejection of a free 

ride out of town and determination to stay with the people of Ukraine have captured the hearts of 

the world. And how could we forget his predecessor, former President Poroshenko, as he stood 

in the streets of Kyiv the other day with a Kevlar vest, ready to stand with his people. 

 

On the other hand, we might not know the name of the man who jumped out in front of a 

Russian tank, trying to stop it with his own body, yet the image is forever emblazoned on my 

mind. Suddenly we find ourselves beginning to understand the names of those who bear the 

identity of “Ukrainian”—their hearts, their resolve, and their commitment to freedom are on our 

hearts as we pray for them today. 

 

In a war-torn world that is filled with hatred, violence, and political divisions, we have also seen 

the power of names that we use to dehumanize one another. Our children learn that “Sticks and 

stones may break my bones, but names will never hurt me.” Yet, how often have we learned just 

how painful a name can be? We may try to brush it off, but the wounds of names used to 

dehumanize one another stay deep within us for a long time. Even worse, it doesn’t take much 

for us to be caught up in dehumanizing others when we’ve experienced it ourselves, does it? 

Think again about how we’ve felt about a certain oppressor this past week. Names have the 

power to build up or to tear down, don’t they? How is it that we prefer to be called? 

 

One day, Jesus turned to his disciples and asked, “Who is it that people say that the Son of Man 

is?” “What are they saying about me? Who do they believe that I am?” They quickly responded, 

“Some say, ‘John, the Baptist;’ others say, ‘Elijah;’ still others say, ‘Jeremiah or one of the 

prophets.’” 

 

So Jesus pressed them further, “But who do you say that I am?” While the disciples usually took 

some time to get it, Peter jumped right in: “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”  

 

It’s funny, Peter often misses the mark, doesn’t he? He doesn’t always quite get the point. He 

begins to sink in the sea when Jesus invites him onto the water. He’ll go on to deny Jesus three 

times as Jesus is enduring his passion. But right here in this moment, he’s the one who 

miraculously gets it. Jesus is so much more than “John the Baptist” or “Elijah” or “Jeremiah or 

one of the prophets.” 

 

For that moment of clarity in faith, Jesus hands over the keys of the kingdom of heaven to Peter.  

He says, “You are Peter (the rock), and on this rock (Peter), I will build my church. And the 

gates of hell will not prevail against it.” On Peter’s example of faith and trust, Jesus establishes 

the beginnings of the Church. Peter, who will go on to mess up. Peter, who will go on to deny 

him in his hour of greatest need. Peter, who will fall away as Jesus endures the cross, hanging to 

the outskirts for fear of his own life. He’s not always going to be the solid rock that Jesus sees in 
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that moment. Yet, Peter’s moment of faith and trust is enough for Jesus to build the Church.  

Peter has a clear sense of who Jesus is: “The Messiah, the Anointed One, the Son of the Living 

God.” 

 

But who do we say that Jesus is? What does it mean for us to be called by the name “United 

Methodists”? Several years ago, the United Methodist Church found ourselves on the forefront 

of battling malaria in sub-Saharan Africa through the Imagine No Malaria campaign. You 

remember, everyone was encouraged to buy a $10 net that could be put over a bed at night to 

protect someone from being bitten by mosquitos carrying malaria. 

 

I remember one of our missionaries saying at the time that throughout the continent of Africa, 

where our denomination is growing the fastest, wherever someone saw a United Methodist cross 

and flame, they knew they could get help. United Methodists operate schools, orphanages, 

hospitals, clean water initiatives, and food drives to care for people. As a result, throughout the 

continent, “United Methodists” were known as the “people who help people.” Now there’s a 

name to get behind! 

 

At Birmingham First, who do we say that Jesus is? What do they say about us? 

 

Over the past two years, as other churches turned inward, we turned outwards. At Birmingham 

First, we were known as the church with something happening because they could see it each 

week on our front lawn as people walked and drove by. When other agencies looked at survival, 

we continued to ask ourselves how we could make God’s love and God’s presence real in our 

communities. We were called out to serve beyond ourselves and our survival. 

 

When flooding happened in Midland, you sprang into action. When blood was needed, you gave 

like never before. When concerns were raised about trick or treating, you provided an outdoor 

gathering that was safe for kids. When other churches were only celebrating Christmas and 

Easter online, we gathered in parking lots with lights and music and horns blaring into the 

neighborhood to proclaim the good news. When families needed help and assistance, you were 

there. When others needed hope, you shared it in abundance and with excellence. When we 

couldn’t gather for a meal together, we stepped up our ability to feed others like never before. 

 

You didn’t let a pandemic stop the good from flowing out to the world. You answered the call to 

re-present a living Jesus to the world around you. 

 

Now, as we stand facing another year filled with its own uncertainties of what may lie ahead, 

there are refugees that are still being settled in homes. There are still children to nurture in the 

faith through Vacation Bible School. There is a more music to be sung and to be composed.  

There are youth to go on mission trips. The people of Ukraine will have need for our care in the 

months and years ahead. Did you know that the United Methodist bishop of Ukraine is also 

bishop of Russia? 

 

In this moment, Jesus asks us as he asked his disciples so many years ago, “But who do you say 

that I am?” How shall we respond? 
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Bishop William Willimon, in his book, Sinning Like a Christian: A New Look at the 7 Deadly 

Sins, writes: 

 

In the worship of the church, when the offering plate is passed and we are asked 

to put our money where are hearts are, when we are asked to take a stand, publicly 

to say just where we are in regard to the things of this world, this may be one of 

the most radical, countercultural, defiant acts the church demands of us.1 

 

Perhaps today we share a similar moment. So what shall we say? Maybe, like Peter, we won’t 

always get it right together, but will we, in moments like this, respond with an undeniable faith, a 

strong proclamation of who Jesus is for us and for our world? For when we offer ourselves, our 

lives, and our resources over to God in trust, we will continue to discover God at work among us 

in Jesus Christ. And so will the world! 

 

                                                 
1 Willimon, William H. Sinning Like a Christian: A New Look at the 7 Deadly Sins. (Nashville: Abingdon P, 2013) 

113. 


