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A New Identity 
 

I remember a time when I was given a new name.  And I remember the way it changed the way 
I saw myself, and what I believed I could accomplish. 
 
In the first semester of third grade, we began to learn about ‘borrowing’ in math.  It seemed 
like ‘arithmetic magic’ to me, the way you could change a zero into a ten and subtract a 
number.  One day in class we were checking our own papers as Mrs. Eden called out the 
answers to the problems.  Strangely, all my answers, every one of them – were wrong!  
Panicking, fear flooding my little eight year old heart, I raised my hand.  Mrs. Eden motioned 
me up to her desk to see what was wrong with my paper.  Our math assignment had been to 
take numbers from a column on one side of the page and subtract them from numbers in a 
table on the other side, but in doing this, I’d mistakenly reversed the order of the numbers.  
Mrs. Eden glanced at the paper, and as I stood in front of the class, she went to the board, 
quickly wrote a math problem and announced, “Class, can you subtract a larger number from a 
smaller one?”  Everyone scoffed, rolled their eyes, laughed and in unison called out, “No!”  
Cheeks burning, eyes filled with tears, I slunk back to my desk.  I felt stupid and ashamed. 
 
Fortunately, in a happy twist of fate, Mrs. Eden left for maternity leave at the end of the 
semester. (!!!) 
 
Mrs. Nelson took over for the rest of the year, and I loved her.  She was so kind.  We moved on 
to multiplication.  This all went all very well for me, working through the tables, multiplying by 
ones and twos.  When we got to multiplying by threes it all began to fall apart.  Mrs. Nelson had 
me stay after school one day for extra help.  I remember standing at her desk, cutting up, trying 
to be funny.  My strategy was to distract her so she wouldn’t notice that I wasn’t getting 
multiplication.  But Mrs. Nelson wasn’t buying it.  Putting down her pencil, she looked at me 
and said, “C’mon now.  I know that you’re a bright child.  You can do this.”   
 
Stunned, I straightened up; I paid attention, and I learned how to multiply by threes.  But I 
learned an even more important lesson that day, one that I’ve never forgotten.  You see, I’d 
determined my identity with regard to math.  I had named myself “Slow” and “Dense.”  But an 
impossible task became possible once I was re-named, once someone in authority blessed me 
with a new identity: “Bright Child.”  Then, the accusing old names I had given myself began to 
lose their power.  How true it is that our identity is wrapped up in not only the names we 
choose for ourselves, but also in the names given to us by others, and by the cultures in which 
we live? 
 
People have been known to change their names precisely because they want the new 
beginning they hope a new name will bring. Some change their names in marriage.  Some are 
given new nickname because they’re acquired a new skill.  To legally change your name is one 



thing; having your name changed by God – now that is pretty remarkable!  God changed the 
names of several people known to us in our scriptures.  Abram and Sarai became Abraham and 
Sarah.  Jacob became Israel.  Simon became Peter. 
 
The name Abraham means ‘ancestor of a multitude.’  From children born to him in an 
impossibly old age, Isaac and Ishmael, came two great nations of people based on Judaism and 
Islam.  Sarah means “princess,” for her lineage led to the birth of our Kingly Messiah, Jesus.  The 
manipulative, cheating twin brother Jacob, ultimately becomes Israel:  a man of integrity, who 
wrestled in prayer with God.  Jesus renamed Simon, calling him Peter, from the Greek word 
‘petras,’ meaning ‘rocky.’  Over time, the impetuous Simon became a grounded disciple, with a 
bedrock faith.  By changing their names, Gods calls our attention to these people whom God 
has chosen for specific tasks – and blessed them in order to accomplish seemingly impossible 
things.   
 
In baptism, you were given new names: “Child of God,” “Beloved,” “Cherished.”  And 
remembering your identity in Christ, knowing that you are forgiven, accepted and loved, you 
are empowered to live – really live – fully and abundantly.  Being named by God, being granted 
this identity - gives you great power to bring blessing to those around you!  
 
In our reading from Isaiah, we hear the prophet speaking to exiled Judeans of a new identity in 
a way that creates for them, new possibilities. Their temple destroyed, their city walls brought 
down by an invading Babylonian army, the inhabitants of the southern kingdom had been 
captured and marched to a foreign land in a government policy of forced relocation. During 
their 70 years in exile, the people examined themselves.  As a nation, they confessed their 
divided loyalties in having worshipped other gods.  They expressed regret for having 
overworked the poor in ways that robbed the nation of Sabbath rest.  They repented from 
marketplace practices that cheated their brothers and sisters, loading them with a burden of 
debt resulting in generational and systemic poverty, and weakening the entire nation.  This list 
of social ills can feel all too contemporary, too close to home…. 
 
As a result of this trauma, the people of Judah experienced themselves as having been 
abandoned by God.  What they came to understand was a truth that we all need to know: 
God’s judgment is always given for the sake of healing, for the sake of restoring us in 
relationship.  At the end of 70 years of captivity, Yahweh’s prophet brings stirring words of 
affirmation!  “No longer will you be named ‘Forsaken,’ nor your land ‘Abandoned,’ but you shall 
be called ‘My Delight’ and your land - ‘The Wedded,’ for Yahweh takes delight in you.”  We can 
imagine the joy of these people, newly named, being empowered, gifted for the work of 
renewal, revisioning and rebuilding. 
 
Can we as the family of God at David Lutheran, a redeemed past behind us, a hopeful future in 
front of us, can we too see ourselves as blessed by God?  Can we see ourselves as people 
who’ve learned a thing or two about adversity, about trust, about the joy of being a blessing for 
one another, about the challenge of new opportunities to join with others in bringing health to 
our community?   



This month we honor the memory of a child of God who blessed us as a “Renewer of Society.”  
The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was a gifted preacher who stands in the lineage of prophetic 
speakers.  The role filled by the ancient prophets was threefold:  to warn, to challenge and to 
comfort the people of God. In this tradition, Dr. King alerted us to the power of names, of labels 
we use to diminish or names we use to dignify one another.  The names by which we call one 
another, especially those we believe, have the power either to tear – or to mend our social 
fabric.   
 
The prophet has a gift – an ability to name a thing for what it is, to speak the truth about 
injustice and to cast an alternative vision for us to live in God’s righteous, life giving ways. A 
prophet’s gift is one of seeing the world as God would have it be.  A prophet’s task is to speak 
urgently, calling listeners to share that vision in order to bring it to birth.   
 
With gratitude, we remember this week, the prophetic vision of Dr. King who saw a day when 
all people would live together as sisters and brothers of the whole human family.  Exposing our 
attitudes about race and class, he called us to claim a new identity that would take us into a 
new day.  We continue to work toward a reality when we are no longer named ‘Segregated,’ 
but ‘Integrated,’ a word reflecting the integrity of wholeness.  We continue striving to be no 
longer named ‘Divided,’ but ‘Diverse.’  Standing in prophetic tradition, Dr. King reminded us 
that when all we know ourselves as beloved children of God, good things become possible by 
God’s grace. 
 
The story of Jesus at the wedding feast reveals to us what grace creates: an overflowing joy, an 
experience of being in the presence of our God.  On the third day of the feast, Mary the mother 
of Jesus pulls him aside, whispering urgently, “They’re out of wine.  Do something!”  Jesus 
replies respectfully, “Mother, your timing is off.  Not now.”  In this curious story, the only one of 
its kind told among the four gospels, it seems that Jesus was watching for an opportunity to 
reveal something of God to people in a tangible way.  Maybe the sheer capacity of the  huge 20 
to 30 gallon jars sitting there for purification rituals served to trigger his imagination.  Maybe 
this combined with his mother’s observation about the host’s need in the face of a social 
disaster made him reconsider. 
 
Six stone jars of water are turned into 120 gallons of the best, most wonderful wine.  And not 
just enough wine to save the party, but more wine than the crowd could have drunk for weeks. 
What a wonderful way for Jesus to signal the beginning of his mission to tell people about God 
– by being the life of the party!1   
 
In this story, Mary’s voice joins in harmony with the voice of the prophet in the book of Isaiah.  
Her role is prophetic.  She envisions the future this child of hers was predicted to bring.  Mary 
brings Jesus to birth, she brings him up and out into the world, and then, when he shows up at 
this wedding having gathered his disciples - it’s Mary who presses him on the purpose of his life 
and mission!   

                                                           
1 Karoline Lewis, “Embodied Epiphanies,” www.workingpreacher.org, January 10, 2016. 
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Can you hear this story speaking to you about the power of your prayers and your actions?  Are 
you being pressed upon for God’s activity to be given birth in your life, in your family, and in 
this our church at David Lutheran?  What role are you being called to serve in bringing what is 
holy into this challenging, conflicted and crazy world where you work, or study or live?  To what 
role is God calling this church family as a healing presence? 
 
Remember that an impossible task becomes possible when we as God’s people are given a new 
name.  You are named ‘Cherished Child of God.’  You have been washed once and for all, in 
Holy Baptism.  Together each week, as we come to the table, we taste the wine of forgiveness 
and daily we are given gallons and gallons of grace.  Jesus has revealed to us God’s endless 
compassion and love, and now you are gifted every day to give away this same grace.   So the 
question is, who will you surprise with this incredible gift - as you go from here to serve in His 
name? 
 


