

[image: Cover]




Hello, My Name Is gets to the heart of an issue that haunts the homeless and the hero, the kid and the king, the disabled and the diva—our identity. Matthew West not only does a masterful job in presenting the powerful solution found only in Christ, but he has taken the time, literally hundreds of hours, to go to the grassroots to hear the stories of real people in their pursuit to escape the voices that lie to them and to grab hold of their adoption certificates as children of the one true King. This book will touch you deeply and threaten to change your life. And the song he wrote about it ain’t half bad either.


—Randy Frazee
Senior Minister of Oak Hills Church,
author of The Heart of the Story


Matthew West brings the rare combination of songwriter and pastor to his ministry. He is a modern-day King David, creating Psalms that touch the heart of God and God’s children. Now, as an added blessing to us all, he has compiled his thoughts into a book. A person can almost hear Matthew sing through the pages. I’m deeply grateful for this work, this singer, this friend.


—Max Lucado
New York Times best-selling author


This is a powerful book. Matthew is an inspiring storyteller who has the ability to tell other people’s stories with empathy and grace. The gift inside these pages might just change the way you see yourself and help you live your own God-given story.


—Sheila Walsh
Author of In the Middle of the Mess


Hello, My Name Is will silence the lies of the enemy so you can hear God whisper, “You are mine. You are wanted. You are so incredibly loved.”


—Lysa Terkeurst
New York Times best-selling author and
President of Proverbs 31 Ministries


Matthew West is one of those rare combinations of storyteller, songwriter, musician, vocalist, lyricist, lover of God and God’s people. In Hello, My Name Is, he hits the mark inspiring us not to wear nametags that others give us but to embrace the names that come from our Father. Creative. Inspiring. Challenging. Everything Matthew West touches leaves a permanent mark on the soul. If you are ready to burst into your next assignment, this book is for you!


—Randy Phillips
Founder of Phillips, Craig & Dean
and Pastor of LifeAustin


Matthew’s stories and experiences as a child, artist, husband, and father will make you laugh and cry as he conveys the message that finding true identity in this life cannot be found without a real and intimate relationship with Christ. Read this and discover it for yourself!


—Brian “Head” Welch
New York Times best-selling author of
Save Me from Myself and With My Eyes Wide Open


How we view ourselves is important. Understanding how God views us, though, makes a world of difference. Matthew West uses music and words—and now a book—to remind us of Whose we are so that once we embrace this truth, a new victory is ours to enjoy.


—Johnny Hunt
Pastor of First Baptist Church, Woodstock, GA


Matthew West is one of the good guys. He’s a wonderful man, incredible husband/father, and a voice for all who need inspiration. Anytime he has something to say, I always listen.


—Scott Hamilton
Olympic gold medalist figure skater


Matthew West’s engaging book Hello, My Name Is communicates the stories of life with the same powerful impact as his award-winning songs. Matthew uses humor, transparency, compelling storytelling, and biblical truths to inspire readers to live out their true identity. Living second to the things of God and serving others is not easy, but the journey he outlines offers a path to living authentically. Whether its songwriting, singing, or writing, Matthew is a true artist!


—I Am Second
iamsecond.com


This is a book that reads like a good talk with your best friend! That friend is Matthew West, who within these pages shares his journey, as well as others’. Hello, My Name Is encourages us to embrace the joy and freedom that comes with knowing who you are because you know WHOSE you are. The soundtrack to a new creation begins right here.


—Elisabeth Hasselbeck
“Child of the One True King,”
wife to Tim, and mom to Grace, Taylor, and Isaiah


Matthew West has always written honestly in his songs and stories. In his latest book, Hello, My Name Is, Matthew may offer his greatest truth yet: how to discover our God-given identity while building a closer relationship with our Lord. I gained a lot of insight while reading this book, and I know you will as well.


—Scotty McCreery
ACM, BMI, and CMT award-winning
country music entertainer and
author of Go Big or Go Home: The Journey Toward the Dream
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To Emily, Lulu, and Delaney.
Hello, my name is “Thankful for You.”





INTRODUCTION


WHAT’S ON YOUR NAMETAG?


I like to run. Not long distances. This body wasn’t built for marathons. And not every day. Bad for the joints. And not when it’s too hot outside. Honestly, who wants to sweat that much? And don’t get me started on the chafing. Oh, and I can’t run in chilly weather either. Wouldn’t want to catch a cold . . .


Come to think of it, I’m not sure I actually like running after all.


Perhaps it’s just the idea of running that I am so fond of. When that one perfect day comes along (every six months or so), boy does it feel good to lace up the old sneakers and go out exploring! And that’s what I love best about going for a jog. Running provides a rare opportunity to witness the world around me for at least a few minutes without being plugged in to some sort of mobile device that is competing for my attention. It never fails that as I run, somehow God seems to open my eyes and show me something new. That’s what happened last weekend.


The stars aligned, and that perfect day to run had arrived. I was traveling through a new city and was excited to explore the area a bit. As I exited my hotel, I found a trail that ran along a river and decided that would be my path. I was not even ten minutes into my run when I passed a park bench occupied by a homeless man. It was clear that this uncomfortable-looking, metal-framed stopping post had served as his bed for the night, or at least for the last several hours. And although it was broad daylight, he was still passed out, showing no signs of waking. In the few seconds it took me to jog past him, I was struck by three distinct snapshots that I still can’t get out of my head.


First, he had a young face. Although he had one arm covering his eyes to shield the sun, I could tell this man was probably in his early thirties, maybe around my age. Second, on his wrist I noticed a rubber bracelet with the words “Aim High” painted in white across it. But the most peculiar part of this heartbreaking picture was the book he clutched to his chest with his other arm the way a little child hugs her teddy bear while sleeping. Not wanting to stop and risk waking him, I continued running down the path, but all the while wondering what book he was clinging to so tightly as he slept.


Much to my appreciation, the trail came to an end about a mile down the river, and I had no choice but to head back the way I came and hopefully hang up my running shoes for another six months. As I ran back, I wondered if that guy on the bench would still be sleeping when I passed him again. My pace quickened as I thought of that book he was holding. Within minutes, I saw that this young man had yet to move, but now I could make out some of the words on the cover as I passed by: “Class of 2001.” It was a high school yearbook.


I imagined that was his yearbook. I imagined it held inside a picture of a younger, more hopeful version of the man who was out cold on that park bench by the river. I imagined the inside cover was filled with messages from former friends exchanging best wishes on graduation day. Things like, “Hey, buddy! Have a great summer. Stay cool!” Or maybe a message from a girl he had a crush on that said, “Call me this summer,” along with her phone number inside the shape of a heart. I imagined pages featuring “Most Likely” awards, where he may have been voted “Most likely to succeed” or “Most likely to find a cure for cancer.” Ultimately, I imagined that maybe, just maybe, he was holding on to that book so he could remember a time filled with . . .


More promise, less failure.


More good times, less mistakes.


More opportunities, less regrets.


More future, less past.


Maybe you, too, are trying to remember a more promising time in your life. Maybe you are not sure you like where you’ve been or who you’ve become. Maybe you’re struggling to find your true identity or how exactly you fit into this crazy world. Maybe someone has made you believe a lie about who you are by speaking damaging words to you. Well, you’re not alone. Every single one of us has a difficult journey to discover our true, God-given identity. E. E. Cummings wrote,


To be nobody but yourself in a world which is doing its best, night and day, to make you just like everybody else means to fight the hardest battle any human being can fight; and never stop fighting.


HELLO, MY NAME IS JORDAN


The story I received from a young man named Jordan so powerfully illustrated this “fight” for identity Mr. Cummings referenced that he inspired the song that, in turn, inspired this book you are holding. The very first sentence of Jordan’s letter to me read, “Hello, my name is Jordan and I’m a drug addict.” Jordan went on to tell me his story of growing up as a preacher’s kid in a small Tennessee town. He was always the “good” kid, never got into any trouble. Jordan was a gifted athlete. He could run. Fast. We’re talking Forrest Gump fast. He received an athletic scholarship and became a seven-time all-American in track and field. But during his sophomore season Jordan badly broke his ankle. That was when he received his first prescription for the pain medication OxyContin. Jordan said he felt like he’d lost his identity as the big man on campus and the star athlete, and he began to find his identity in that pain medication as addiction began to take over his life. After two failed drug tests, Jordan hit rock bottom. He was kicked out of college, stripped of his scholarship and his beloved sports. Because his parents begged him to get help and not let his addiction have the last say in his life, Jordan agreed to enter a yearlong Christian recovery program called Teen Challenge.


During his time in Teen Challenge, Jordan began to realize that all his life he had been seeking and finding his identity in the wrong things. Oh, they weren’t all bad things on the surface. But that’s just it, they were on the surface. “Preacher’s son.” “Good kid.” “Star athlete.” Jordan thought those titles defined him. It wasn’t until bad choices were made and some of those identities he was so proud of were wiped away that he realized his true identity was waiting to be discovered beneath the surface. Now he was being tempted to try on some different names for size. Names like “Addict,” “Failure,” and “Regret.”


But as Jordan spent his time in recovery praying and reading his Bible, God did a powerful work in his life. God began showing him that he isn’t defined by his successes or his failures but that his true identity is found in the one who made him and loves him deeply. “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; old things have passed away; behold, all things have become new” (2 Corinthians 5:17 NKJV). Someone once said, “Let your only evaluation of worth derive from the awareness of God’s love for you. All other measures leave one in a state of delusion.”


Jordan decided to embrace his new identity in Christ, and that was the key to the miraculous transformation in his life. He graduated from recovery after a year, but he knew that he had some more graduating to do. He went back to the same college that kicked him out and earned his master’s degree! They even allowed him to run for the track and field team one more time. (I bet he could give me a few pointers on the whole running thing.) Today, Jordan is a high school teacher and varsity basketball coach. God has blessed him with a beautiful wife and has radically restored Jordan’s relationships with family and friends. The last sentence of the story Jordan wrote to me said, “I no longer introduce myself as an addict. Instead I can say, ‘Hello, my name is Jordan and I am a child of the One True King!’”


DISCOVERING WHO YOU ARE


You do have a nametag, you know. It is as if the doctor slapped a nametag right on the outside of your first onesie in the delivery room and, with a push out the door, shouted, “Welcome to the world, go make a name for yourself.” Of course, we are each given a birth name, one decided on by our parents. And while that name may carry some meaning or family significance, that’s not the name I’m talking about. No, we are thirsty for real meaning, waiting for something more. Our birth name does not hold the answer to the questions we ask ourselves, does not fill in the blank at the end of “Hello, my name is _____.” From my earliest memories of childhood, I’ve been trying to fill in that blank, living as though it’s up to me to tell the world I’m significant.


Throughout our lives, we all try on different nametags and identities, seeing what fits, what feels right, what seems to be accepted or liked by the people around us. We choose names that make us feel good, proud, distinguished. Unfortunately, some names find their way on our nametags as a result of failures and regrets. Still others are given to us by outside influences—names that hurt us and negatively affect our view of who we are. Over time our nametags can get pretty crowded, and while some of the names on our nametags might be accurate in describing one facet or another of our lives, those names fail to capture our full identity. They may describe the outer layers, but they don’t come close to the core of who we are. Those names may represent the bullet points, mere chapters of our lives, but they could never accurately title the story of our lives. The more we start to own or accept those names, the further we may find ourselves from our true identity.


Just as Satan deceived Adam and Eve in the garden, he would love for nothing more than to get you to believe lies about yourself. He knows that if you take ownership of a false identity, before long that identity will own you. And the more time you spend being owned by a false identity, the further away you fall from discovering and tapping into the power and the freedom and the hope found in the truth of who God says you are. That is the key: you can’t discover who you are until you first acknowledge whose you are.


What if I told you it wasn’t up to you to fill in that blank? What if I told you those negative identities that have landed on your nametags don’t have to stay there? My prayer is that this book might serve as a wake-up call for you to take a good look at your nametag. This book will challenge you to get honest with yourself. Most of all, I pray you will be overwhelmed by the powerful promise that those old names don’t have to own you anymore. After all, only God writes your name with permanent marker—all other names can be erased.


Just like Jordan, your true identity has already been given to you, and it’s the only title that really matters. You are a CHILD OF THE ONE TRUE KING!


See what great love the father has lavished on us,
that we should be called children of God!
And that is what we are! (1 John 3:1)





THE GREATEST TRUTH



Understanding Who You Are Starts
with Knowing Whose You Are





CHAPTER 1


MY NEW BEST FRIEND


“Are we going to be friends forever?” asked Piglet.
“Even longer,” Pooh answered.


A. A. MILNE


She was all dressed up in a brand-new outfit from head to toe. Color-coordinated, of course. Lulu was born with an eye for fashion just like her momma. Her favorite color? Well, one look at family photo albums or her bedroom décor and you’d find the answer in no time: PINK! Two pink bows holding pigtails in place. Pink shoelaces laced up her new, predominantly pink sneakers, which were filled by unbearably cute little feet wearing frilly pink socks. Those socks paired perfectly with her brand-new backpack. Can you guess what color? Yep.


Now, for a guy who grew up pretending to be Hulk Hogan, practicing pro wrestling moves with two brothers in the backyard, this new world of tutus, tiaras, and the color pink frightened and confused me at first. I have learned the hard way that a father of two girls has as much of a chance escaping the house on a given day without his fingernails painted a bright shade of fuchsia as my little brother had escaping one of my backyard body slams. Reaching for my coffee cup at Starbucks and noticing the hipster barista staring at my painted nails prompts nothing but a grin and one word: “Daughters.”


Well, the time had come. Lulu, my five-year-old fashionista, was ready to make a splash on her first day of school. And this was not just any first day of school. This was the first day of school. As in, the first ever day of school. The big dance. The show. Kindergarten! My little pink princess was poised and ready to venture out into the great academic unknown, her long, yellow chariot awaiting her. For her mother and me, the closing of the bus door and the folding of that stop sign signified the start of our countdown.


Time sure took its own sweet time that day. As we awaited Lulu’s return from her first day of kindergarten, questions grew thick around us. Did she remember to eat her lunch? Was she scared in her new classroom? Had she made any friends? Were the other kids nice to her? I remember how we walked to the bus stop a good twenty minutes early that afternoon, homemade posterboard signs in hand that read “Congratulations, Genius!” Now, I’m not sure what changed, but she got on that bus my little baby girl . . . and when she stepped off hours later, she looked like Little Miss Independent as she tossed her backpack into my arms and began skipping down the sidewalk toward home. As her mother and I ran to catch up with her, a little game of Twenty Questions ensued.


“Lulu, tell us all about it! How was your first day?”


“It was great!” she replied with a toothless grin. “I made a new best friend!”


“That’s great, Lulu! What’s your new best friend’s name?”


She stopped for a second, rolled her eyes up as if she were trying to see the top of her head, and then with a shrug answered, “I don’t know. But she’s my best friend!”


MY BEST FRIEND’S NAME


I have a best friend too. One who knows me better than anyone does. One who has never left me. One who loves me deeply. My best friend carries me through my most difficult days. I talk about my best friend often. I even write books and compose and record songs proclaiming how much I love my best friend and how much he loves me. Yes, like Lulu after her first day of kindergarten, I can shout, “I’ve got a best friend!”


I grew up fascinated by Sunday school stories about this man named Jesus. How he spread mud on the eyes of a blind man and gave him sight (John 9). How he fed more than five thousand hungry people from just five loaves of bread and a couple of fish (Matthew 14). How he brought his friend Lazarus back from the dead (John 11). How he sacrificed his own life, an innocent man being put to death (Luke 23). How he rose from the dead three days later (Luke 24). I remember feeling an undeniable stirring in my soul when I first read scriptures describing the power of Jesus’s name. “Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Philippians 2:9–11 ESV). But what really blew me away was learning that this powerful, miracle-working, life-sacrificing Jesus calls me friend. “I no longer call you servants . . . Instead, I have called you friends” (John 15:15 NIV). On Sunday mornings, I would stand with my family and sing timeless hymns that told me so.


What a friend we have in Jesus
All our sins and griefs to bear
What a privilege to carry
Everything to God in prayer


I wanted to know this Jesus. I had read, “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved” (Romans 10:13 NIV), so at the age of thirteen I prayed. I talked to Jesus and asked him into my heart while watching a televised Billy Graham crusade. That began my journey with my new best friend.


Yet, if I’m being honest, I’m afraid I would lose count of how many times I live my life as if I’ve forgotten my best friend’s name and the power that name holds. The years since that first prayer have at times forced a forgetfulness that mirrors Lulu’s return from her first day of kindergarten. Somewhere between the playground and the bus ride home, she forgot the name of her new best friend. Somewhere between a bedtime prayer of a junior high kid and a Monday-morning crisis in the real world of an adult, I have done the same.



WHAT’S MY NAME AGAIN?



Can you remember how you felt on your first day of school? Remember walking into a new classroom for the first time? Even as I write this, I’m having flashbacks of my own kindergarten initiation, and it’s making me start to perspire. I was so nervous that I could hardly remember my own name, let alone the name of a new friend I might have just met. Come to think of it, the first day of kindergarten (and every day since) has been a challenge to do two things: (1) Remember who I am and (2) Remember who my best friend is.


Oscar Wilde wrote, “Most people are other people. Their thoughts are someone else’s opinions, their lives a mimicry, their passions a quotation.” Sadly, I’m afraid there are times when we live that way. Perhaps this is because the journey that leads us to the core of who we really are requires a level of honesty that makes us feel uncomfortable. Oh, but we were born for that journey! And deep down, we crave the freedom that is hidden behind the honesty it takes to find it. Not one of us aspires to be a replica, because we were never created to be a copy. Not Lulu the kindergartner. Not me. Not you. Even identical twins each have unique fingerprint patterns. And you were meant to leave your one-of-a-kind fingerprint on this life, this world. No one knows this better than our Creator. After all, each of us is his idea. And his idea to create you comes with a perfect plan. “For I know the plans I have for you . . . plans for good and not for disaster, to give you a future and a hope” (Jeremiah 29:11).


Don’t know who you are? God does. Don’t have a plan for your life? God does. Don’t see any hope? God does. Don’t see anything but disaster? God does. Discovering our true identities does not begin by looking within ourselves, but by looking outside of ourselves to the one who made us. There is no greater authority on your life than the one who gave you life. The more you get to know him, the more you will discover who he created you to be.


These days Lulu is a book-reading, sentence-writing, number-adding, piano-playing, dance-class-taking fourth grader. I am happy to announce that she did eventually remember the name of the best friend she made on her first day of kindergarten, and as I am writing this chapter, I can hear them upstairs playing. Lulu is learning who she is. And she remembered who her best friend is. Do you remember who yours is?




If Jesus is your best friend, how is it possible to forget his name and the power in that name?


When do you forget who you are and end up living someone else’s life, rather than the one God has for you?


Read Jeremiah 29:11. God says that he has great plans for you. How can you live in such a way that shows you believe that promise? When do you struggle to believe it?








CHAPTER 2


OOH, THAT’S MY FAVORITE!


If you can’t see the sun you will be impressed with a street light.
If you’ve never felt thunder and lightning
you’ll be impressed with fireworks.


JOHN PIPER


You don’t want to watch fireworks on the Fourth of July with me. I’m quite annoying. At least that’s what my family tells me. And I’m sure they tell me that in love. It’s like when someone begins a sentence by saying, “No offense, but . . . ,” chances are they are about to offend you. But I can’t really blame them. I am that guy. The annoying one who can’t keep quiet during our town’s pyrotechnic display of patriotism. The guy who tries to get my family to say “ooooh” after one firework and “ahhhh” after the next. For some reason, they never join in.


I also like to name the fireworks based on their unique characteristics. Let’s see, there’s the “Weeping Willow,” which is the sparkly one that looks like it’s raining down over the crowd. There’s the “Dipsy-Doodle” that spins off like little spirals in the sky. There’s also the “Silent but Deadly,” “Merry Christmas,” “Swirly-Twirly Gumdrop,” “Smiley Face” . . . Well, you get the idea. Hey, I’m a songwriter. I name things. It’s what I do.


As if that’s not annoying enough, the final and perhaps most obnoxious thing I like to do after every “ooh” and “ahh” is to shout, “That’s my favorite!” Then, when the next firework explodes, my family will hear me say, “No, I just changed my mind. That’s my favorite!” By the end of each fireworks show, I have proudly declared that every blast was better than the last and each one my favorite. Hey, that may be annoying, but it could be worse. I could dress up like Larry the Cable Guy every Fourth of July, wearing a T-shirt with a giant bald eagle spray-painted on the front and the sleeves cut off as I launch roman candles from my driveway while hollering, “’Merica!” That’s the power of perspective, people.


HELLO, MY NAME IS “AMAZED”


As I began researching for this book, I found myself echoing the same refrain after discovering each of the names given to God throughout Scripture. “Ooh, that’s my favorite!” Every name reveals a different dimension of the awesomeness and wonder of the God I thought I already knew. Digging deeper opened my eyes to see that for too long I had settled for a surface knowledge and understanding of who God is, all the while spending much more time focusing on figuring out who I am. I confess that before I engaged in this exercise of studying and meditating on who God is, I had handled the power of his name with about as little reverence as the catchy childhood premeal prayer, “God is great. God is good. Thank you, God, for this food. Amen.” Perhaps you know what I’m talking about. We begin a prayer by saying, “Dear God” or “Heavenly Father,” but have we truly explored the great depth of who he is? We may even know some of his other names, but are they mere words with no meaning to us? Or worse?
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