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There was family with two children who went through foster care

training. A young boy Billy was placed with them.  Billy was a pistol.  He

was constantly pushing the rules. He was a terror at home and at school and

at church. But the father and mother – and even the other children – dealt

with Billy with love and patience. They prayed with and for him every day

as they did their natural children. The family was committed to Billy and

treated him as though he were one of their own – and indeed he was one of

their own for they adopted Billy. Their new son continued to test them, as

though he could make them cast him away as his other foster parents had.

But always his parents loved him more, loved him with a love as close to

God’s unconditional love as possible for us humans – even when he flushed

a wedding ring down the toilet. Then one day Billy came to them and said:

My name is not Billy. I don’t want you to call me Billy anymore. I want you

to call me Christian. My name is Christian.  And as of that day, their adopted

son became a model student and an obedient son. He had made a change of

heart and he took on a new name.

What’s in a name? That is what Juliet said: “What's in a name? That

which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.” [Romeo and

Juliet (II, ii, 1-2)] Romeo Montague and Juliet Capulet meet and fall in love

in Shakespeare's lyrical tale of star-crossed lovers. They are doomed from

the start as members of two warring families. Juliet tells Romeo that a name

is an artificial and meaningless convention, and that she loves the person
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who is called "Montague", not the Montague name and not the Montague

family. Romeo, out of his passion for Juliet, rejects his family name and

vows, as Juliet asks, to "deny (his) father" and instead be "new baptized" as

Juliet's lover. Romeo is willing to be new baptized to become a new person.

This one short line encapsulates the central struggle and tragedy of the play.

Are names artificial and meaningless as the Bard would have us believe?

I think not! Was Billy’s new name meaningful? You bet it was!

Abram’s change of name in our reading from Genesis this morning

indeed was significant.  God’s gift of a new name signified a new

relationship, a new status, a new stage in Abram’s life. It was believed that

such a change altered one’s personality and fate. Sarai shared in God’s

blessing, as shown by her change in name. She was blessed with fertility,

and she too gave rise to nations and kings. And Abraham laughed at the idea

of Sarah bearing a son (who she named Isaac, meaning May God laugh in

delight).

God changed Abram’s "high father" name to Abraham "father of

multitude" (Genesis 17:5) and his wife’s name from Sarai “my princess,” to

Sarah “mother of nations” (Genesis 17:15). We know from history that the

descendants of Abraham and Sarah formed many nations, including the Jews

and Muslims.  God changed Jacob’s "supplanter" name to Israel “having

power with God” (Genesis 32:28). He changed Simon’s "God has heard"

name to Peter "the rock" (John 1:42). And Saul of Tarsus became the

Apostle Paul.

It is common practice for monks and nuns to take new names when they

join a religious order. Popes change their names when they are elected. And

Cassius Clay when he had a religious conversion changed his name to
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Muhammad Ali. New names symbolized a new life – and a new identity.

This leads me to ask who we are…are we identified as belonging to God?

Christ’s own? Did our relationships with God change when we were given

our names at our baptism? Do we continue to change when we make a new

covenant with God and does our relationship with Christ grow when we

renew our Baptismal vows as we have twice since I came to St. Andrew’s?

This Lent it sounds as though I am always talking about the sacrament of

Baptism. And this is natural because Lent was – and continues to be – a time

of preparation of catecumens – a preparation for candidates for Baptism.

This was a three year process for first Christians. Those preparing to be

baptized would not even remain in worship through communion for they

were not ready to take the body and blood of Christ.

Jesus for the first time calls himself the “Son of Man” – a new name – in

the 2nd chapter of Mark. Indeed throughout the Gospels Jesus calls himself

the “Son of Man” (14 times in Mark, 30 times in Matthew, 25 times in Luke,

and 13 times in John). But “Son of Man” does not mean Jesus is merely

human as contrasted with the “Son of God.” Jesus revealed that he is the

Savior sent by God who has God’s authority. Obviously man is a collective

for all of humanity, and Jesus as the “Son of Man” can act as God would –

to save all of humanity.

In the verses just before today’s reading, Jesus asked the disciples “Who

do you say that I am?” Peter gives the right answer – that Jesus is the

Messiah, the anointed, the spokesperson for God who “reconciles humanity

to God and mediates the forgiveness of sins [as] the representative of God’s

kingdom” (The People’s New Testament, Boring & Craddock). Then Jesus

predicts his passion, his suffering, his death, and his resurrection. This is not



A new name. A new life.

4

what Peter or any of Jesus’s followers expected. This was outrageous, even

scandalous. Being the Messiah surely did not include any scenario than

encompassed suffering! This is not what the Messiah was supposed to do.

Then Jesus gathers the crowd as well as the disciples and as the “Son of

Man” Jesus tells them the cost of following him was crucifixion. “ "If any

want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their

cross and follow me.”

Indeed by the time that the Gospel of Mark was written Christians

(including Peter) were being crucified in Nero’s gardens and so called

“dissidents” throughout Galilee and Judea were being rounded up by the

Romans and suffering the cross.

What does that mean for us Christians who were given new life and a

name at our Baptism? Must we suffer the cross? What must we suffer for

being followers of Christ Jesus? Certainly the requirement of suffering for

Jesus’s followers cannot be parleyed into it being God’s will that we suffer.

God does not want his children to suffer. And are we not promised the hope

of being freed from suffering ourselves by the return of the risen “Son of

Man?” And as Christ’s followers we are to work to relieve suffering and to

work against oppression that causes suffering. Did we not promise with

God’s help to respect the dignity of every human being at our Baptisms?

Jesus Christ calls us to come follow him. Are we willing to become “new

baptized” as Shakespeare’s Romeo did? Are we willing to become a new

person in Christ – a new Christian – this Lent? Will we leave our old life

behind and become a new person like Billy did? Can we take the new name

of Christian?


