
One of the little realised aspects of being a Christian is the new start that one 

is afforded, not just when someone becomes a Christian, but also when we 

confess our sins, and ask for the opportunity to start again. Sometimes that 

encounter is so profound, and so dramatic that a person actually has a name 

change to indicate the change of the person, and the new start that has 

occurred. In Christian tradition it used to be traditional at baptism to have a 

baptismal name to indicate the new change in the person as a result of the 

baptism 

 

There are three important examples of when God interacted with a person 

that their name was changed. 

 

The first was Abram to Abraham. When we first meet Abram in Chapter 15 

of Genesis he is called to follow God. However, when he and God enter 

into the Covenant agreement that is in Chapter 17, then his and his wife’s 

name are changed. His to Abraham, and hers from Sarai to Sarah. The 

encounter they have had, and the covenant they have entered into with God 

is of such importance and profundity that it is as if their lives have started 

anew, and that is indicated by the name change. 

 

 



Another, is Saul of Tarsus. We remember well the encounter Saul has on 

the road to Damascus, when he realises that he is not persecuting the way, 

which was what the Christians were called initially, he was persecuting 

Jesus, and therefore he was persecuting the God he was claiming to uphold. 

The encounter with Jesus had such a profound affect on him that he 

changed his name to Paul. 

 

In our Gospel passage today, Simon encounters Jesus. Here too, his 

encounter, while not profound like Saul, or at that time entering into a 

covenant agreement, although that will come later, the encounter with Jesus 

is significant enough that Jesus himself, like God with Abram and Sarai 

changes his name to Cephas, which means rock, and we translate to Peter. 

 

We should note that not everyone who encountered Jesus had their name 

changed, for example the eleven disciples other than Peter kept their names. 

What does happen, at least in the bible, is that all who encountered Jesus 

had a life changing encounter of which a name change was just one small 

example of the change in the person. Their lives, their attitudes were altered 

even in small ways every time they encountered God, but more importantly 

allowed that encounter to change, and transform them as they genuinely 

interacted with the living God. 

 



So the question I have for us, is this, has our encounter with God changed 

us? If it has, how has that change been evident in our lives? Have we 

changed our interpersonal behaviours? Are we more loving, caring, 

understanding of one another? Do we look on people as being made in the 

image and likeness of God, rather than stereotypical constructs? One of the 

ways in which the early church manifested this change in attitude was that 

they no longer worried about death. In fact, they actually embraced it, 

especially martyrdom, such was their passion for the future hope that they 

had that this life was not the end, and that this life was so not where they 

wanted to be and being with God was so where they wanted to be, that 

martyrdom was their ticket from this world to the next. At the beginning of 

the year we set about starting new things in our lives, turning over a new 

leaf, are we doing that with God or are we simply engaging in the same old 

same old? 

 

The Sacrament of baptism is a good opportunity to reflect on this. 

Yesterday I had a baptism here, at 0930 there is to be one. Within the parish 

we have young people and adults preparing for baptism, making 

consciously the decision to start their lives anew. To have their lives reset to 

such an extent, that from the time of their baptism they are effectively living 

new lives. What this means in practice will be different for each person.  



Generally, it means that we live our lives in a way that is pleasing to God, 

and helpful and respectful to one another. It means living honestly with 

ourselves, with one another and with God. Genuinely caring about each 

other in the community of faith, being concerned for the poor, the outcast, 

the refugee, the displaced, those whom society deem unworthy of being 

cared for. Specifically, it means things like changing our personal attitude 

from one directed to self, to one directed to others. This is made manifest in 

our personal lives. We cease, or should cease self-destructive habits, 

unhelpful relationships, pornography, drinking, where it becomes self-

destructive, or anti-social. We should cease becoming fractious in our 

dealings with people, genuinely loving one another. We should be 

genuinely seeking to live a life pleasing to God, critically thinking, is this 

what Jesus would want me to do, or behave, or treat this person? The reality 

is, in our hearts, we know what is not right behaviour, and when we 

encounter the living God in His Son Jesus, a light is shone on those 

behaviours and attitudes, and made more obvious what is right, and what is 

not, and where our lives should be transformed. 

 

 

 

 



This is what is at the heart of the baptismal promises. I turn to Christ, I 

repent of my sins, I renounce evil. An encounter with the living God should 

reorient our lives, force us to turn our lives around, should enable us to have 

a reset in our lives. An encounter with the living God should be of such 

depth that our lives are changed and transformed.  

 

But I am not a bad person, or an evil person. That will inevitably be true for 

the vast majority of us. However, the gospel reminds us that a life that does 

not have God at the centre of it, is a life that is ultimately not being lived to 

the fullest, and a life that is lived to its fullest potential is a life we should 

strive for. Yes, we are not bad evil people, but neither are we perfect. I meet 

so many wonderful people who are not inherently bad or evil, but who 

desperately need to meet the risen Jesus, for in doing so their lives will be 

transformed. They need to be changed from lives lived in slavery to work, or 

released from the prison of being told they are not worth much due to looks, 

or ability, or what they did in the past. They need to understand a new what 

it means to truly love, or to be truly loving, not the false shallow image the 

world projects. They need to have a new sense of hope that the future is a 

bright future because God is at the end, not darkness, or despair. Life needs 

to be lived in the here and now, not endured, not eked out, because God is 

here now with us, wanting us to live lives that are full and productive.  

 



People who have not yet met the risen Christ need to be able to see the 

opportunities and the possibilities in the lives of we who claim to be 

Christian. We need to be living transformed changed lives ourselves, so that 

people are curious as to why we are not despairing at the way in which the 

world seems to be going, we are not despairing at the terrible leadership we 

have in our country, or in our world. We are not despairing that the world 

seems to be changing so rapidly around us. Why are we not despairing? 

Why do we not lose hope? Why do we have a different world view? Simply 

because if we are truly encountering God in Christ Jesus then our world 

view is changed and transformed and we have a new focus, that focus is not 

on ourselves, or the world, but on God, it is not on the here and now, and 

our, in the overall scheme of things, petty issues, but the future that we have 

with God.  

 

Oliver in his baptism today starts his new life with God, and in that service 

of baptism we are reminded of the invitation that we have as well by God to 

also have a new start, new opportunity with him. If Oliver, or anyone who 

is wanting to have a new start with God is to have any chance of 

understanding how he or they can have a new life with God he or they will 

need to see that as a reality in our lives, and that means that we need to get 

real in our relationship with God, we need to be truly engaged in our 

relationship with God, living it, not as we want, but as God calls us to live 



it. This change and transformation does not have to be a Damascus road 

event, but can and should be a new subtle change each time we encounter 

God, which when we look back on our lives we can recognise the change 

and transformation that has taken place in our lives, in our very being. If 

our lives are not truly affected by our encounter with God, then did we 

really allow that encounter to be transformative, did we truly come to God 

seeking his face, seeking a new start, the new opportunity that he offers us, 

and if not, are we being genuine in our claim to be the people of God? 


