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One of the things I love about running into people lately is the fact that so many have been 
blessed to have gotten vaccinated with the COVID vaccine.  And such encounters are increasing 
daily.  And for many, the side-effects have been mild, if any.  The lovely thing is seeing a change 
in someone who has just been vaccinated.  While all are still cautious and practice all of the 
safeguarding measure that we need to comply with in order to ensure that another spike of 
infections doesn’t occur, there is something else that has happened.  For many, many months 
now we have lived in dread and fear, and physically folks have started walking hunched over, 
deep creases starting to form on their worried brows.  How long can we endure this, they 
think?  Will I ever get to see my children, or grandchildren, or friends I have only been able to 
see through my computer screen?  Combine all that with a snowy, cold winter and no wonder 
hope seems distant. 
 
With the vaccine, however, I have noticed people walking a bit more upright, with a lighter 
step, and most definitely with a smile behind their masks.  The vaccine has changed them, not 
necessarily going from gloom to extreme joy, but from deep worried and anxious to something 
more profound, more transformative – hopeful. The change coming from within as we start to 
carefully and hopefully make summer plans and prepare for fall gatherings.  No matter the age, 
hope is springing eternal in our midst and we change from the inside out. 
 
I was thinking about this as I reflected on today’s passage from Genesis.  At Genesis, chapter 17, 
something so dramatic happened to Abram that he had his name changed. Yahweh, God 
himself, was speaking to him about a powerful covenant. God was promising to Abram that he 
would be the father of a great multitude, because it was through that offspring that God would 
bless the entire world.  One can only imagine Abram and Sarai’s disbelief, especially given that 
they were well into their nineties at this point. 
 
His name, at first, was Abram, and that name was strong and good. It meant something like 
“exalted father.” But when he receives the promise of God, and as Abram believes God, 
Abram’s name actually changes. His name changes to “Abraham,” which means “father of a 
multitude.” 
 
And the promise of God, the word of God, was so important that Abram’s wife, Sarai, had her 
name changed, too. “Sarai” and “Sarah” both mean pretty much the same thing, something like 
“princess” or “noblewoman.” And the promise of God is given to both the man and the woman, 
both the husband and the wife, to both Abram and Sarai. God says to Sarai, too, “I will bless 
her, and she shall give rise to nations” (Genesis 17:16). 
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That promise and presence of God were so strong, that the patriarch and matriarch of God’s 
blessing had their names changed, to Abraham and Sarah. They were being made part of 
covenant with Yahweh, and if they allowed God to work through them, change them, they 
would be in for the transformation of their lives. 
 
Lent calls us to change.   And during Lent we are called to reflect that God is in the business of 
changing us, sometimes so profoundly that our names change. But if we don’t allow God to 
seep into our souls and allow Him to change us, we get stuck.  There’s no amount of doing 
good, no amount of keeping the peace, no amount of external things that we can do to be 
profoundly changed if it’s not based on God and God’s love for us and for humanity.  This is not 
to say good works are not worth doing, but good works grounded in God is profoundly 
transformative.   
 
What is also interesting about Abraham and Sarah is that theirs were not lives without 
shadows.  Abraham was so desirous of having a male heir that he tells God that God is taking 
too long, so why not take my slave Eliezer and let him be my heir if you can’t provide one for 
me?  And Sarah has lost all hope of ever conceiving that she offers her slave Hagar to Abraham 
as a surrogate.  The result was a son born to Hagar named Ishmael, who Sarah later kicks out of 
the household along with Hagar.   And all of these things happened after God’s promise to 
them of fruitful descendants.  The profundity of Abraham and Sarah’s relationship with God 
stems from the fact that they never abandoned God in those moments when they thought they 
could just take care of themselves.  They allowed God, albeit sometimes kicking and screaming, 
to take them through the peaks and valleys of a life focused on a commitment made to one 
another.  They may not have liked doing it, but they turned things over to God and they were 
changed forever. 
 
And this belief that we can just do everything on our own steam is the problem that Simon 
Peter runs into in our gospel reading today.  Interestingly, Simon Peter also went through a 
name change.  Jesus has the same reason that God had in renaming Abram to Abraham, and 
Sarai to Sarah. Jesus changed Peter’s name to identify this disciple’s spiritual transformation. 
Simon, his original name, means “The one who hears (Word of God)”, and Peter, his new name, 
means “a rock”. The name change underlines the transformation of Peter from the person who 
hears the words of God to someone who, based on that hearing, becomes a spiritual rock or 
foundation in which God has become embedded. 
 
In our gospel reading, it is obvious that Peter has a different view of what the Messiah is 
supposed to do and who the Messiah is supposed to be. Peter is all in when Jesus is casting out 
demons, healing the sick, preventing death, and feeding the multitudes. That’s the kind of 
Messiah that he can get behind.  But the Messiah who will suffer greatly and be rejected?  That 
doesn’t figure into what the traditional rabbinic view of the Messiah is.  Maybe we have similar 
views and wish that Jesus would only be a bit more like we want him or need him to be for us at 
any given moment. 
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But it doesn’t work that way.  Instead, he asks us to conform to who he knows himself to be: 
the one who “must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and 
the scribes, and be killed, and after three days rise again.” He sets a choice before us. It is a 
choice we each have to make. Again and again the circumstances of life set that choice before 
us. 
 
We either choose ourselves and deny Jesus or we deny ourselves and choose Jesus. “If any 
want to become my followers,” he says, “let them deny themselves and take up their cross and 
follow me.” Self-denial, a change in who we think we are and what we think the world is about, 
is the beginning of discipleship. And just like Abraham and Sarah, the choice is simply to enter 
willingly, even if there is some kicking and screaming, into this Covenant with God or to walk 
away.  The one path leads us to believe simply in ourselves, in our own ego.  The other can lead 
us to a total transformation of self from within.  A transformation that can be so profound that 
we can glimpse what God’s Kingdom on Earth can be like for us and for others.   
 
This transformation allows us to soften to others, rather than hardening our hearts.  This 
transformation makes room for those who the powers that be reject and gives them a seat at 
the table. This transformation moves us away from a scarcity mindset to one of abundance that 
is evergreen if only our hands and hearts are open to giving without a thought to receiving.  
 
I think one of the most powerful antidotes to the extremism on either end of the political 
spectrum is that of realizing that one’s political allegiances and views only serve the greater 
good when they serve the greater good with love.  Why can’t love of others be the basis on 
which our social, political and economic policies are made?  Why can’t the desire to heal and 
help others become whole be the end goal of all our efforts?   
 
I don’t think it’s impossible, frankly, but such an ambitious purpose has to begin with you, it has 
to begin with me.  It needs to start with allowing God to transform us so much, so radically, that 
we are worthy of God calling us by another name – His Beloveds, with whom He is well pleased.  
Amen. 
 
 
 
 


