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During	my	sojourn	as	minister	 in	another	congregation	a	 few	years	ago	 I	had	a	phone	
call	 from	 the	husband	of	a	 couple	whose	marriage	 I	 conducted,	 asking	 if	 I	would	do	a	
naming	 ceremony	 for	 their	 newly	 born	 child,	 in	 the	 local	 park—not	 a	 baptism	 or	
thanksgiving	or	dedication	but	a	naming	ceremony.	Unfortunately,	 I	had	to	decline	the	
offer.		
	
It	was	rather	a	sad	case.	The	husband,	now	father,	had	once	attended	the	church	where	I	
was	 the	minister	 (well	 before	my	 time)	 and	had	 gotten	 out	 of	 sorts	with	 some	of	 the	
members,	and	so	left	the	church.	While	he	maintained	his	Christian	faith	(or	so	he	said),	
his	bride	(now	wife)	was	very	anti	church.	They	seemed	ok	with	the	arrangement	and	
thought	 it	wouldn’t	be	 too	much	of	a	problem.	 I	 told	 them	that	 that	might	be	 the	case	
now	but	wait	until	your	first	child	is	born.	Twelve	months	later,	I	had	the	call.	
	
Back	 in	 the	day,	a	baptism	or	christening	used	 to	be	 the	 time	when	babies	were	 given	
their	names,	usually	very	soon	after	they	were	born.	That’s	changed,	of	course.	Parents	
now	have	to	register	the	child’s	name	with	the	government	within	2	weeks,	and	that’s	
usually	long	before	they’re	baptised.	And,	of	course,	some	people	aren’t	baptised	at	all,	
or	are	baptised	much	later	in	life,	but	they	still	have	names!	
	
Giving	someone	a	name	is	something	that	most	of	us	don’t	get	to	do	very	often.	We	might	
get	to	name	our	pets,	but	even	the	most	fortunate	of	us	only	get	to	name	a	child	a	very	
few	times	in	our	lives—some	perhaps	a	little	more	often	than	others.	
	
So,	what’s	 in	 a	 name?	 Recently	 a	 few	 of	 us	were	 having	 a	 discussion	 after	 church	 on	
Sunday	 morning	 about	 some	 of	 the	 unusual	 names	 that	 we	 had	 heard	 of	 and	 some	
children	with	more	or	less	normal	names	but	with	unusual	spelling.	Even	my	own	name,	
Allan,	 I	 find	 I	have	 to	spell	out	 to	people	all	 the	 time.	Most	people	have	no	 idea	of	 the	
correct	way	to	spell	Allan	and	so	default	to	using	only	one	“l”	or	even	throwing	in	a	“e”	
instead	of	the	second	“a”.	 I	 just	don’t	understand	it.	There	 is	only	one	way	to	correctly	
spell	the	name,	Allan.	
	
Anyway,	 however	 you	 spell	 them,	 names	 are	 important—and	 they	 are	 especially	
important	in	the	Bible.	If	you	read	through	the	Old	Testament,	in	particular,	you	will	find	
there,	people	whose	characters’	are	defined	by	their	names.	Abraham	means	 ‘father	of	
many	 nations’.	 God	 chose	 the	 name	 for	 Abraham	 as	 a	 sign	 that,	 because	 of	 his	
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faithfulness	in	following	God	and	believing	in	him,	he	would	become	an	example	to,	and	
the	ancestor	of,	millions	upon	millions	of	people.		
	
Before	God	changed	Abraham’s	name,	he	was	called	something	very	similar,	Abram,	but	
although	 Abram	sounds	a	 bit	 like	 Abraham	 it	 has	 a	 very	 different	 meaning:	 it	
means	high	father.	Perhaps	that’s	because	he	was	supposed	to	be	an	 ‘important	father’,	
or	perhaps	it	means	he	was	expected	to	be	someone	very	tall.	Sarai,	Abraham’s	wife,	had	
a	name,	which	means	‘princess’,	and	her	name	was	changed	by	God	too,	to	Sarah.		
	
Simon,	 the	 friend	 of	 Jesus,	was	 given	 a	 new	name	 as	well.	 Simon	was	 a	 perfectly	 fine	
name.	It	means	either	‘someone	who’s	a	good	listener’	or	‘someone	who	is	listened	to	by	
others’.	 But	 Simon	wasn’t	a	 very	 good	 listener.	 He	 didn’t	 always	 hear	what	 Jesus	was	
really	saying.	And	even	when	he	did	understand	what	Jesus	meant,	he	didn’t	always	say	
or	do	the	right	thing.	He	wasn’t	always	someone	who	should	be	listened	to.	So	Jesus	gave	
him	a	new	name,	Peter,	which	means	‘Rock’.	In	the	end,	although	he	didn’t	always	listen	
properly	or	say	the	right	thing	straightaway,	Peter’s	new	name	was	to	indicate	solidity,	
someone	dependable	and	trustworthy.	And	it	was	upon	the	solid	foundation	of	Peter’s	
declaration	about	Jesus	as	the	Christ	that	Christ	was	to	build	his	church.	
	
Jesus	means	 ‘God	saves’,	 someone	who	can	rescue	us	or	hold	our	hand	when	we’re	 in	
any	kind	of	trouble,	and	‘Christ’,	the	other	name	by	which	Jesus	is	often	known,	means	
‘God’s	 chosen	 leader’.	 Those	 who	 follow	 Christ	 are	 called	 Christians,	 which	
means	followers	of	Jesus	the	Christ	or	people	who	are	named	for	or	belong	to	Jesus	the	
Christ.	Baptism	is	the	primary	sign	that	indicates	that	we	belong	to	Jesus	and	are	being	
called	to	follow	him	all	our	lives.	
	
Identity	and	standing	for	what	our	name	suggests,	is	important—or	at	least	it	should	be	
important,	particularly	 if	we	are	going	to	call	ourselves	Christians.	Reputation,	history,	
character,	values,	those	things	that	define	us,	either	to	ourselves	or	to	other	people,	is	all	
wrapped	 up	 into	 this	 idea	 of	 identity—and	 as	 Christians,	 our	 name	 is	 identified	with	
Christ.	
	
The	passage	that	we	are	addressing	this	morning	from	the	Book	of	Genesis,	is,	of	course	
the	 record	 of	 the	 establishment	 of	 God’s	 covenant	 with	 Abraham—and	 with	 that	
covenant	came	a	change	of	identity—with	the	promise	that,	although	he	was	already	99	
years	old	and	his	wife	Sarah,	90	years	old,	he	would	be	the	father	of	many	nations.	As	
you	can	well	imagine,	that	caused	some	mirth	on	his	part.	After	all,	Abram	was	already	
75	years	old	when	God	called	him	and	Sarai	 to	 leave	Ur	of	 the	Chaldees.	Most	of	us	at	
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that	 age	 are	 pretty	much	done	with	 the	 hard	 stuff—enjoying	 our	 retirement—but	 for	
Abram	and	Sarai,	God	had	other	plans.	Abram’s	work	was	only	just	beginning.		
	
As	 the	 years	 slowly	 passed,	 nothing	 changed.	 They	 remained	 childless	 and	were	 still	
sojourners	in	a	foreign	land.	Time	and	again,	God	would	come	and	repeat	the	promise,	
but	their	 lives	remained	the	same.	They	simply	grew	older	and	more	weary	of	waiting	
each	 passing	 year.	 It	 wasn’t	 until	 40	 years	 later,	 that	 God	 reiterates	 his	 promise	 to	
Abram	and	establishes	his	covenant	with	Abraham.	
	
Covenant	signifies	a	shift,	a	change	in	the	relationship,	and	a	change	in	the	lives	of	those	
who	enter	 into	 it.	 	No	 longer	 are	 they	 Abram	 and	 Sarai,	 but	 Abraham	 and	 Sarah,	 the	
people	 of	 the	covenant.	 	No	 longer	 do	 they	 have	 freedom	 to	 do	 whatever	 they	 wish	
because	 they	(and	 their	 descendants)	 are	 now	 in	 a	 covenantal	 relationship	 with	 El	
Shaddai,	 this	 God	 that	 will	 be	 God	 to	 them	 and	 to	 their	descendants.	 Their	 essential	
identity	has	changed.	
	
Being	a	person	for	and	of	God	requires	a	shift	from	self-identity	to	an	identity	that	is	in	
many	ways,	self-denying.	As	Jesus	states	in	our	gospel	reading	for	today	from	Saint	Mark,		
	

If	any	want	to	become	my	followers,	let	them	deny	themselves	and	take	up	their	cross	
and	follow	me.	For	those	who	want	to	save	their	life	will	 lose	it,	and	those	who	lose	
their	life	for	my	sake,	and	for	the	sake	of	the	gospel,	will	save	it.	(Mk.	8:34-35)	

	
As	Christians,	we	no	longer	belong	to	ourselves	but	to	God	through	Jesus	Christ.	
	
Through	the	covenant,	through	the	Torah,	through	his	prophets,	and	then	through	Jesus,	
God	 contradicts	 all	that	we	 think	we	know.	The	 same	El	 Shaddai	 that	 spoke	 to	Abram	
still	 speaks	 to	 the	world	 today	calling	 us	 into	 a	 new	 identity	 as	 a	 people—calls	 us	 as	
Christians	into	discipleship	with	Christ.	
	
And	 that’s	 important	 for	 those	 of	 us	 in	 the	 church.	 We	 are	 a	 covenant	 people.	
Christianity	 is	not	a	religion	of	the	individual.	 	It’s	a	covenant	between	a	community	of	
faith,	the	church,	and	the	God	revealed	in	the	person,	character,	teaching,	life,	death,	and	
resurrection	of	Jesus	of	Nazareth.		
	
That’s	why	we	gather—that’s	why	for	centuries,	going	back	to	Israel,	the	community	of	
faith	has	in	some	way,	shape,	or	form	come	together	to	remember	and	participate	in	the	
covenant.		From	the	old	Temple	and	festivals	of	the	kingdom	period,	to	the	synagogue	of	
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the	 Exile	 and	 through	 the	rabbinic	 tradition	 in	 Judaism,	 through	 the	 formation	 of	 the	
church	up	until	this	era,	right	here,	today,	those	in	the	covenant	of	the	faithful	gather	to	
remember	and	observe	that	covenant:	that	to	Abraham	and	to	all	his	descendants,	God	
will	be	our	God.	
	
This	 covenant	 is	 established	 with	 us	 through	 the	 sacrament	 of	 baptism.	 In	 Old	
Testament	times,	if	the	head	of	a	gentile	household	wanted	to	become	a	Jew,	they	would	
undergo	 instruction	 in	 the	 faith	 and	 then	 as	 a	whole	 household,	 from	 the	head	of	 the	
house,	 the	 adults,	 their	 children	 and	 their	 servants,	 they	would	 all	 be	 baptised.	When	
they	rose	from	their	baptism,	they	were	identified,	no	longer	as	pagans	or	gentiles	but	as	
Jews—with	all	the	privileges	and	responsibilities	that	accompanied	their	new	identity.	
	
It’s	the	same	for	us	in	our	baptism.	Following	our	baptism,	we	are	no	longer	regarded	as	
being	 outside	 the	 church,	 but	 as	 those	 whose	 identities	 have	 been	 changed—
transformed	by	God	himself	in	the	act	of	baptism—and	identified	as	belonging	to	Christ	
as	part	of	his	church.	That’s	why	in	the	Uniting	Church,	we	are	happy	to	include	infants	
in	that	act,	for	in	baptism,	God	is	the	active	agent.	
	
And	even	though	we	don’t	assign	our	child’s	name	at	baptism	these	days,	their	identity	
does	 change.	 As	 those	 baptised	 into	 Christ,	 we	 live	 as	 a	 covenant	 people—as	 Easter	
people—as	those	who	live	in	the	hope	of	the	reconciliation	of	creation	in	Christ.	
	
As	we	 celebrate	Lent,	we	do	 so	 remembering	 the	 covenant	God	has	 established—first	
with	 Abraham	 and	 then,	 through	 Jesus	 Christ,	 the	 church.	 We	 also	 remember	 the	
ultimate	act	of	covenantal	relationship,	the	ultimate	paradoxical	revelation	of	God:	that	
out	of	the	death	of	one,	true	life	can	be	given	to	all,	and	God	will	be	our	God	and	we	will	
be	God’s	people.	
	
So,	what’s	in	a	name?	If	you	call	yourself	a	Christian—everything.	If	you	call	yourself	a	
Christian,	act	like	one.	If	you	call	yourself	a	Christian,	speak	like	one.	If	you	call	yourself	a	
Christian,	be	one.	Remember	who	you	are	and	whose	you	are.	And	if	you	fall,	repent	and	
try	again,	calling	on	Christ	and	his	strength	to	lead	you	closer	to	himself	as	his	disciple—
as	one	who	identifies	with	Christ	and	bears	his	name.	
	
To	him	be	all	glory,	honour,	majesty	and	power.	Amen.	


