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REMEMBER WHO YOU ARE

I begin our sermon this morning with a bit of trivia.  See if you can identify the author and play in which the following quote was used: “What is a name?  A rose by any other name would smell as sweet.”





(Shakespeare, Romeo & Juliet)

As you recall, in the story of Romeo and Juliet, their surnames were the cause of their tragic love affair.   Remember what their last names were?  (Montigue and Capulot)   It was their last names that kept them apart and eventually led to their untimely deaths.  Like the McCoy and Hatfields, the Montigues and Capulots were taught to hate one another for no other reason than their surnames.  

My point is some names have an emotional quality associated with them.  They’re more than a label that identifies someone.  Certain names evoke strong emotions.  

To further illustrate my point, see what emotional reaction you have when you hear the following surnames?  

Madoff, Capone, Hussein, Bundy

Now see what emotional reaction you have to these names?

Graham, King, Reagan, Lincoln, Obama
Notice how some names evoke a favorable response while others an unfavorable one.  And as you’re aware, not everyone has the same emotional reaction to the same name.

Remember the old saying, “Sticks and stones can break my bones, but names can never hurt me.”  Well, as you know, that’s not true.  Names can and do hurt.  Anyone who’s ever been offended by being called names like stupid, fat or ugly knows that.  Such names can emotionally scar people permanently.  Conversely, other names can be affirming and build self-esteem.  

Why make this point about names?  Because today we celebrate the renewal of our baptism.  When baptized, we accept the name of Christian.  Just like a surname identifies the family to whom we belong, Christian identifies that we belong to Christ.  He is our Savior and Lord

In the earliest Church - before infant baptism became the norm – adults who were baptized received a new name.  Their new name became known as their Christian name. They abandoned using their old name and accepted their new Christian identity.  In some sense it was like entering into a witness protection program: they disowned their past identity and accepted a new one, never to return to the old.  

Why?  Because it marked a new beginning in their life - a new birth you might say.  This change of identity gave expression to Jesus’ words to Nicodemus, “You must be born again.”  In Baptism we leave behind our former lives of sin and self-centeredness, and begin a new one committed to loving and serving Christ. 

As in the witness protection program, each baptized candidate accepts the name of Christian.  This new name symbolizes our new life in Christ.  

Though for a variety of reasons most churches no longer give candidates a new name at their baptism, we continue to baptize them in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  In this sense the candidate accepts the name, Christian.

Like other names, the name Christian identifies and defines us.  Like a surname, it identifies to whom we belong.  We belong to Christ Jesus.  We no longer belong to ourselves, but to Him.  As Lord, we are submissive to Him.  

Being a Christian also defines us.  The word, Christian, literally means, “Christ-like.”  Therefore, those who identify themselves as Christians are expected to mirror Christ.  Our thoughts, speech and actions are to reflect the mind, words and demeanor of Christ our Lord.  

In short, by virtue of our baptism we accept the name of Christian.  That name identifies and defines us.  We are no longer our own, but now belong to Christ.  We live to love and serve Him.

In a few moments those of you who have been baptized will be invited you to come forward to renew your baptism.  Much like a married couple occasionally renews their wedding vows, so you will renew your baptismal vows.  This is an occasion to remember who you are, and to whom you belong.  You are a Christian, born of Christ and devoted to loving and serving Him.  You bear His name. 

Now before preceding allow me a few words of clarification.  First, this liturgy of renewal is not to be understood as re-baptism. United Methodist’s do not practice rebaptism.  To do so questions the efficacy of baptism in the first place.  What we are doing today is simply renewing vows that you took at an earlier date.  

Secondly, this liturgy is for persons who have already been baptized.  It should not be confused with the sacrament itself.  Therefore, it is limited only to those who have already received the sacrament of baptism.  This does not include being dedicated as a child or infant.

With that understanding, I now invite those of you who have been baptized and wish to renew your vows to join Pastor Paul and me in this renewal liturgy.    

