
 

 

Sunday,  June 19, 2022 

Juneteenth and Father’s Day Sunday 

  Sermon                            “The Namesake”                 Pastor Rhonda 

Scripture:  Luke 8:26-39     
 

Today's scripture lesson from the Gospel According to Luke describes 

an encounter that Jesus had in one of the many towns and villages he 

passed through as he taught, healed, listened and challenged; as he 

inspired and encouraged the transformation of both individual lives, and 

also of the larger societal structures of first century Israelite community 

under Roman rule.  

 

As we heard, Jesus embarked from crossing the Sea of Galilee, and was 

approached by a man who’d become an outcast from his community. 

Today this person might be diagnosed with a seizure disorder, or with 

mental health issues, but in those days he was viewed as abnormal, and 

was therefore unwelcome in the town. Based on his appearance and his 

behavior, the townsfolk had labeled him:  

Shameful, homeless, possessed, unacceptable. 

They judged him responsible for his own condition and therefore 

deserving of being locked away. 

 

Why is naming important? Here are a couple of recent examples: 

 

Many of us have recently learned that the pronunciation of the name of 

the capital city of Ukraine is different than the word we were most 



 

 

familiar with. The transliteration from the Ukrainian language sounds 

more like “Keev,” than the transliteration from Russian which is 

“Kiev.” Choosing to use the Ukrainian name of their capital city is a 

small act of solidarity in which we align ourselves with those who are 

actively standing against tyranny and oppression; with those who long 

for self determination and peace.  

 

So far in 2022 at least 20 states have introduced bills that would censor 

LGBTQ-related curricula, materials, and student groups,  and which 

will limit classroom conversations about sexual orientation and gender 

identity in public schools. Nicknamed “Don’t say gay,” this fear-based 

legislation is an attempt to silence and further marginalize children at 

the earliest stages of discovering who God created them to be, and 

disempower those who support these young people as they discover 

their authentic selves. Those who support this legislation are afraid of 

the power of self identifying, the power in choosing what we name 

ourselves.  

 

Throughout our lifetimes, there are many kinds of names by which 

each of us have and will be known. There are the names that we’ve 

been given: first names and pet names from our parents, and nicknames 

from our friends. There are names we’ve inherited: family/surname. 

And there are often less pleasant assigned names: labels from societal 

convention; derogatory slurs from bullies. There are names we choose 

whether or not to keep, as we outgrow our parents’ pet names for us 

and reject societal conventions and bullies’ labels. And there are the 

names we claim for ourselves, our evolving preferred names and 

identity descriptions.  

 

As is common for women of my generation, the surname I use now is 

not the surname I was born with. Coming of age during the second 

wave of feminism, I didn’t intend to completely change my last name 

when I married. I did however feel strongly about having a name in 

common with our children, in part because we are an interracial 

marriage and I wanted my relationship to them to be more obvious than 

it might be from our appearance. So I did what many women marrying 

in the 1980s did, I hyphenated my family name and my husband’s. This 
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was no problem in Colorado where we lived at the time we married. 

But then a work transfer moved us to Oklahoma where the license 

plates said “Oklahoma is OK” but I discovered that Oklahoma was not 

OK with women hyphenating our names.  

 

Having come of age during the second wave of feminism, why would 

relinquishing my father’s patriarchal name and becoming known only 

by my husband’s patriarchal name even matter?  

 

What’s in a name? My birth surname is Davis. I’ve known, probably 

since high school, that most African American surnames were derived 

by our ancestors adopting the name of their former enslavers. In 

addition to being patriarchal, the last name I grew up with represents a 

painful historical reality. But just as having the same last name as my 

children connects me to a future generation, the Davis surname 

connects me to generations past.  

 

Among the photos and family documents that came into my possession 

after my parents died, was a hand sketched family tree that one of my 

cousins had created. It traces the Davis name back to my great-great-

grandfather identified on the tree as “Dallin” Davis, whom family lore 

suggested was a white plantation owner. In recent years I’ve begun my 

own family history research and I’ve discovered an incredible amount 

of searchable information available online. I learned that my grand-

father was originally from South Carolina. Knowing my great-

grandfather’s name from the sketch and other documents, and hoping 

that his siblings names might create an uncommon cluster, I started 

searching late 1800s census records from South Carolina. On the 1870 

census I found my great grandfather, Miles at age 12,  living with his 

mother, grandmother, and five younger siblings, in the home of an 

older brother and his wife. Another of Miles’ brothers lived next door 

with his wife and child. The white Davises owned the farm located just 

up the road. By the1880 census, Miles was 23 and the head of his own 

household supporting his mother, grandmother, and two younger 

siblings. Once I knew where Miles had lived, I searched for his father, 

“Dallin.” I couldn’t find a “Dallin” Davis anywhere; however, I did 

find Darling Davis. Given that the sketched family tree in my 
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possession was most likely derived from oral history, I was reasonably 

certain that “Darling” pronounced with a South Carolina drawl would 

sound like, “Dallin.”  

 

1870 was the first decade that the US census listed my ancestors by 

name, that is, among the human population of our country. However, 

they are documented in the 1860 US census on Darling Davis’ list of 

property, identified only by gender, color, and age. I believe my great-

grandfather, Miles, is the 3 year old mulatto boy listed on this 

document. I can pick out his mother and grandmother with a similar 

level of certainty but his siblings are harder to pinpoint among the other 

children of similar age, gender, and complexion.  

 

What’s in a name? Miles was too young at the time of emancipation to 

select his surname; that would’ve more likely been his mother’s and 

maybe her eldest children’s decision. Affiliating oneself with a former 

enslaver is to remain forever connected to a painful history, and to 

continue to bear its trauma and shame.  But I wonder if my ancestors 

chose to be known as Davis not because of a painful history but 

because it bound them to siblings in the struggle (both biological 

family & the larger enslaved community); and because it bound them 

to the land on which generations of them had lived, worked and died. 

But this was also where they produced and celebrated life, endured 

hardships together, and eventually overcame their circumstances. I 

wonder if taking the Davis surname was their declaration of full and 

shared humanity. I wonder if they intended it as a gift to future 

generations - a gift to me - without which I would not have been able to 

locate them, document even the smallest sliver of their existence, and 

speak their names today: Miles, Eliza, and Edie; Enoch, Esau, Elias, 

Calhoun, and Harry; Laura, Minty, and Daisy. They have blessed me in 

ways they could not have imagined and I am deeply grateful.  

 

What’s in a name? Millennia ago, when Jesus encountered an outcast 

human on the lakeshore, he didn’t wait to hear how the townspeople 

had labeled him. He didn’t make any assumptions or prejudgments. 

Jesus could see that the man was unclothed and dragging a broken 

chain, and the man probably smelled like he’d been living in a cave. 

But rather than size him up and categorize him based on these 
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observations, Jesus invited the man to self identify. Jesus asked him 

directly, “What is your name?”  

  

Jesus did not let social customs turn him away from his purpose of 

healing, which was always more than restoration to physical health. 

Those whom Jesus healed were restored to the communities that 

marginalized them, which in turn restored those communities to a 

fuller, more inclusive wholeness, affirming of everyone’s mutual 

humanity and inherent worth.  

 

But as we heard, the townsfolk were not what we would call open 

and affirming, they were reluctant to embrace this person who had 

once seemed so different from them. Jesus didn’t let them off the 

hook, he empowered the healed man to make his home among them, 

as a living example of God’s justice and mercy. 

  

When Jesus asked the man from Gerasene, “What’s your name?” The 

man answered, “It’s complicated, I have multiple identities.”  If you 

think about it, if Jesus asked any of us our names we, too, could 

truthfully reply, “Legion.” We all have multiple identities: ethnic 

identities, family identities, gender identities, religious identities, 

professional identities, geographic identities; we may define 

ourselves by our abilities, habits, or interests, and more. We may feel 

safer in some settings giving one identity primacy over the others, but 

we do so at risk to our own well being. Denying part of who we are 

leaves us broken. Embracing all of who we are makes us whole. 

Standing in the presence of God liberates us from code switching. We 

are free to be all that we are in God’s presence - be that naked or 

afraid; confused or overwhelmed; ashamed or lonely; unacceptable or 

cast aside - God will see us as blessed, and will equip us to bless our 

communities.  

 What’s in a name?  

Identity and Connection 

Power and Purpose 

Defiance and Solidarity 

The resilience to turn trauma and shame into strength and 

courage 

Grace and Healing 
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The Emancipation Proclamation, and the Civil War that followed, 

liberated my ancestors from enslavement. However the news of 

emancipation didn’t reach Texas until two and a half years later, which 

is why we celebrate today as Juneteenth. The truth is that none of the 

formerly enslaved were fully liberated, as they still contended with 

generational trauma and institutional racism. The 1870 US census may 

have counted them among its human citizens, but decades later they 

were still not acknowledged as such by those who held political and 

cultural power. Like many other families of color during the first part 

of the twentieth century, my ancestors left the South as part of the 

Great Migration seeking better living and working opportunities in the 

North. And it is in their name(s) that I carry on the unfinished work of 

liberation, with the hope of being a blessing to future generations, and 

in faith that they will someday be acknowledged as fully human, that 

their lives will matter.  

 

All of our ancestors - the biological, the cultural, and the spiritual ones 

- survived all that they endured so that we could be here in this world 

today to complete the work begun so long ago.  

 

What’s in a name? My prayer is that you will embrace any name that 

affirms and empowers you; that you will reject every name that limits 

your potential or diminishes your authentic self; that you will embody 

the name of the One who created, upholds, and blesses us all; the One 

who calls every one of us beloved. Amen. 

 

Pastor Rhonda 

 
 

Rev. Rhonda Myers, Bridge Pastor – rhonda@gracechurchvt.org 

Alastair Stout, Minister of Music – alastair@gracechurchvt.org 

Diane Chartrand, Assistant Minister of Music - dchar99@yahoo.com 

Kit Wallace, Church Administrator – kit@gracechurchvt.org 

Lois Jacubetz, Financial Assistant – lois@gracechurchvt.org 
David J. Dean, Minister Emeritus; Alan D. Walker, Minister of Music 

Emeritus 

An Open and Affirming Congregation 

Phone: 802.775.4301 www.gracechurchvt.org Fax: 802.747.3288 

Grace Congregational UCC ∙ 8 Court Street ∙ Rutland ∙ 05701 

                        Follow us on Twitter@GraceChurchVT   
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Scriptures 

 
Luke 8:26-39(NIV): Jesus Restores a Demon-Possessed Man 
 

They sailed to the region of the Gerasenes, which is across the lake from 

Galilee. When Jesus stepped ashore, he was met by a demon-possessed 

man from the town. For a long time this man had not worn clothes or lived 

in a house, but had lived in the tombs. When he saw Jesus, he cried out and 

fell at his feet, shouting at the top of his voice, “What do you want with 

me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God? I beg you, don’t torture me!” For 

Jesus had commanded the impure spirit to come out of the man. Many 

times it had seized him, and though he was chained hand and foot and kept 

under guard, he had broken his chains and had been driven by the demon 

into solitary places. 

 

Jesus asked him, “What is your name?” 

 

“Legion,” he replied, because many demons had gone into him. And they 

begged Jesus repeatedly not to order them to go into the Abyss. 
 

A large herd of pigs was feeding there on the hillside. The demons begged 

Jesus to let them go into the pigs, and he gave them permission. When the 

demons came out of the man, they went into the pigs, and the herd rushed 

down the steep bank into the lake and was drowned. 

 

When those tending the pigs saw what had happened, they ran off and re-

ported this in the town and countryside, and the people went out to see 

what had happened. When they came to Jesus, they found the man 

from whom the demons had gone out, sitting at Jesus’ feet, dressed 

and in his right mind; and they were afraid. Those who had seen it 

told the people how the demon-possessed man had been cured. Then 

all the people of the region of the Gerasenes asked Jesus to leave 

them, because they were overcome with fear. So he got into the boat 

and left. 

 

The man from whom the demons had gone out begged to go with 

him, but Jesus sent him away, saying, “Return home and tell how 

much God has done for you.” So the man went away and told all 

over town how much Jesus had done for him. 
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