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Isaiah 49:1-7 and John 1:29-42 
 
Are you Happy With Your Name? 
 
 Taking a new name may be an important way of revealing new information about 
a person's role and identity. People change their names for all kinds of reasons –when 
they get married, when they grow older, when they are adopted, etc. In America when a 
person gets a professional degree, they may change their names by adding letters - 
M.D., Ph.D., M.B.A. J.D.  Some Protestant ministers receive an honorary doctorate 
from a university called “D.D.” – (Doctor of Divinity or as some say Donated Divinity”. 
 The world of entertainment has people who have changed their names so they 
might be more easily remembered. Which name is more familiar to you: Paul Hewson or 
“Bono”: James Todd Smith  or “LL Cool J”: Belle Silverman or “Beverly Sills”: Marion 
Morrison or “John Wayne”)  and Caryn Johnson or “Whoopi Goldberg”. 

In the Old Testament Jacob was a man who experienced  God in such a way that 
God changed his name. He was a twin, a son of Isaac and Rebecca. He came out of 
Rebecca's womb holding the heel of his twin brother, Esau who was born first. 
Therefore Jacob was given that name which means the "heel grabber." Jacob tricked 
his brother out of his birthright (Genesis 25:29-34) He pretended to be Esau and came 
before his elderly father, Isaac, who was almost blind.  With the help of their mother, 
Rebecca, Jacob was such a convincing imposter that Isaac mistakenly gave him, the 
second born son, the birthright and  blessing which should have gone to Esau! 

After having gained what he thought he desired most - the birthright and the 
blessing - Jacob had to run away to a distant country for his own safety because Esau 
threatened to murder him in retaliation. 

After twenty years Jacob heard God calling him back to the land of Canaan. On 
the way there Jacob encountered his famous midnight wrestling partner who was a 
messenger from God in the form of a man. 

Jacob and the man wrestled all night. The man finally calls out, "Let me go, day 
is breaking." But Jacob, who had sought his brother's birthright and his father's blessing 
in the past, now insists upon a blessing from this antagonist. "I won't let go of you until I 
have your blessing." 

The man asks Jacob, "What is your name?" Jacob answers. The man from God 
does not give what Jacob asks for, the blessing, but instead gives Jacob a new name. 



His birth name was Jacob, “heel-grabber ”; from now on he would be named Israel, 
“wrestler with God ”. 

A commentator sums up Jacob's experience: ”Jacob had thought that he had 
arrived. He was ready to go forward with his life. All night he struggled with godly forces, 
and he emerged to become a man of courage and wisdom. He arrived at the capacity to 
struggle, the energy not to quit.” 

When Jesus met Simon he renamed him Cephas or Peter, and when translated 
means “Rock”. As we all know from the Gospel stories, Peter was far from being a 
dependable “Rock” for Jesus at this point in his life. So why does Jesus declare this 
disciple to be his "Rock"? Because it too is a name “to wrestle with”, a name that kept 
Peter coming back, never completely quitting, but being challenged by Jesus to be the 
“Rock” that He knew Peter would eventually become. 
  It is only after Jesus' crucifixion and resurrection that Peter begins to truly live out 
his new name. But Peter, like Jacob, had arrived at the capacity to struggle, not to quit. 
Like Jacob he had received a new name and a new identity. 

G. K. Chesterton once said: "If God can make a saint out of someone like Simon 
Peter, maybe God can even do something with me!"  

John the Baptist sees Jesus and announces  “Behold here is the Lamb of God 
who takes away the sin of the world”.  On another occasion Jesus said that he was 
sending his disciples out in the world “as lambs among wolves”. Jesus, the Lamb of 
God, becomes the source  of “Lamb Power”. 

“Lamb Power” is what Ward Ewing calls “a lifestyle oriented around Jesus’ self 
giving love. “Lamb Power” is strong love that can change the world.  It is the power of 
nonviolent resistance and courage in opposition to injustice; it is the power of solidarity 
and forgiveness. In all things, large and small, personal and political, the power of 
vulnerable love can bring healing.” 
 A characteristic of “Lamb Power” includes by definition the possibility of suffering. 
Nelson Mandela was a Methodist.  Early in his life he became a leader in seeking 
freedom and equality for millions of Black Africans.  He was arrested and imprisoned for 
17 years. Once out of prison through his writings and speeches he vigorously forged a 
freedom movement with courage, conviction and forgiveness.  His commitment brought 
healing and reconciliation to South Africa that is certainly one of the greatest political 
miracles of the 20th century. 
 Tomorrow is Martin Luther King, Jr. Day. The Institute for Peace and Justice  
has published a remembrance of Dr. King, who incidentally was a Baptist minister. In 
part this remembrance says, “Dr. King was not unlike Peter as a new preacher in 
Montgomery, Alabama, at age 26.  It was early December 1955.  Rosa Parks had just 
been arrested for not giving up her seat on the city bus.  As a result of her arrest, a bus 
boycott had been called by the local NAACP and young Martin was asked to lead the 



effort.  His name wasn’t changed to "Peter", but he would become the “rock” of the civil 
rights movement.  
 This contemporary "Lamb of God" was spit upon, ridiculed, jailed, fire-bombed, 
yet he kept on moving -- across the South, then on to Washington for his famous "I 
Have a Dream" speech in August of 1963, and then to Oslo, Norway, where he was 
hailed by the world as the Nobel Peace Prize recipient for 1964.  
 Dr. King left that moment of glory in Oslo and responded to God’s call to become 
an even bolder prophet for justice and peace.  His vision and struggle was expanded to 
include all victims of poverty and violence.  It was his "Poor People’s Campaign"  
headed toward Washington and his condemnation of the war in Vietnam that probably 
led to the fatal bullets on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel in Memphis on April 4, 1968.  
Dr. King didn’t know his commitment to justice and peace would make him a "Lamb of 
God" like Jesus, but he embraced the call from Jesus to live his faith as fully as he 
could, each day, no matter where it would lead.” 

Pope Francis in September 2013 held a press conference for editors of 
worldwide Jesuit publications –Pope Francis being the first Jesuit Pope in history. One 
editor asked, “Who is Jorge Mario Bergoglio?”- that is his birth name. The Pope 
answered, “I am a sinner. This is no metaphor. It is the literal truth”. It is the truth about 
all Christians. 
 Mandela, and King –both openly bore the name “Christian”. They were literally 
sinners. Not perfect. But they both showed courage in the face of injustice and non 
violent resistance against evil.  May we be happy with our names – Sinner and 
Christian. 
 
Let us pray 
“Loving God, you sent Jesus to show us how to live nonviolently.  Jesus, you listened 
carefully to everyone.  You cared about the feelings of others.  You forgave those who 
hurt you.  Your heart went out to people no one else cared about.  Jesus, send us your 
Spirit to help each of us be truthful whenever we speak, loving whenever we act, and 
courageous whenever we find violence or injustice around us. Amen (This prayer was 
printed in the article from The Institute For Peace and Justice.) 
 


