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Texts: Psalm 67; Acts 26:9-21; Galatians 1:11-24; and Matthew 10:16-22

Well, I was doing something very different this time last Sunday. We had 
welcomed a newborn baby in our family just hours before. Good to be with you in 
worship again.

Today we are celebrating the feast day of St. Paul. In some churches it is a tra-
dition to remember a church’s name sake on their feast day if they have one. So this 
is the second year we are doing this. The colors that mark this space and our vest-
ments are the color for this day. And of course our scripture readings are about or 
attributed to the apostle Paul.  

Remembering our namesake as a community gives us some opportunity to 
reflect on it and explore what a name means for people and in particular what this 
name of ours might mean for us.

My immediate family has been of course heavily in naming exercises over the 
past few months as we awaited a baby. Andrew Bethel Williams born one week ago 
today bears the names of a few family members and carries some Biblical signifi-
cance as well. To give a name to a child and to hold that child now is an humbling 
thing.

Names are an interesting thing. There are of course names that come from 
family or a heritage, or from famous people.  

There are names that come by accident, some that are thoughtless, others 
meaningful. Some are even hurtful. Some names hint toward an expectation for a 
child. The Bible is full of names given to people loaded with intention and purpose, 
including Jesus himself. There are names that are self-fulfilling prophecies; names 
that place pressure on a child; some people turn out to live into their names for 
good or ill.

Every one of you has a story about your own name or someone else’s. 
The naming of our church has a story. Our church was founded further north 

of here in the city at Main and McGowen and was first briefly known as the South 
End Methodist Church. The bishop at the time, Joseph Key, commented “The name 
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south end hardly seems appropriate to me since, in a few years, this may not be the 
south end. The center of Houston may be a mile further south sometime in the fu-
ture. (He was of course right). He went on to say, “if you leave the naming to me, I 
suggest St Paul’s.” 

The bishop pointed out that Paul was the first great missionary and evangelist 
of the church. Key also observed that there was no Methodist church in Texas at 
that time named St. Paul’s. 

According to the history book written at our church centennial, it is possible 
that a church member at the time, Anne Walker Gillespie who grew up at a St. Paul’s 
church in Tennessee always had a fondness for her home church and perhaps she 
whispered in the ear of the bishop and gave him the name.

Nonetheless, our name together was born out of a celebration of the apos-
tle whose name we bear together as a church. He was the first missionary of the 
church, responsible for spreading the Gospel story of Jesus beyond the Israel/Pales-
tinian region and through the Roman empire and beyond.

I think names do have a certain power. They can have a role in shaping and 
forming us when we let them. I did try to name our new little one Abraham Lincoln 
Williams, but my Bethany wasn’t so sure that that wasn’t too much pressure! 

The apostle Paul brings with him inspiration and controversy. His epistles 
to churches in the New Testament bring with them some of the most faithful and 
beautiful words in all of the Bible and literature generally…and they bring with 
them controversy and disagreement. 

We easily take for example the 13th chapter of I Corinthians – “faith, hope 
and love abide but the greatest of these is love.” We read it at our weddings. Or Ga-
latians 4 where Paul is attributed to say, “In Christ there is no longer Jew nor Greek, 
slave nor free, male nor female, for we are all one in Christ Jesus.” Love it!  

But…perhaps we would like to take out the deadly sins we have come to ac-
commodate like greed, envy, and pride. 

And so why not quietly dismiss those scripture texts anywhere that make us 
squirm uncomfortably?  
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It is tricky water. There are those passages that are descriptive of the context 
in which Paul lived and operated and there are those passages which are prescrip-
tive, one might say, for living a Christian life. 

How to sort these out? 
How do we appropriately contextualize some aspects of Paul’s letters without 

letting ourselves off the hook with every difficult passage?  
We must do this contextualizing but with humility and with fear and trembling.
Even the Damascus road experience – Saul’s transformation can seem inac-

cessible to us, hard to connect with for some. 
Some of you have had such a dramatic moment of faith and transformation 

and turnaround. Others of you have experienced transformation in degrees, grow-
ing in love and grace over a period of time. This sort of transformation happens in 
degrees not leaps. 

And still, many of us say, both experiences are possible, both/and, not either/
or.

More important even than taking seriously our namesake when wrestling 
with the faith is how do we take transformation seriously? 

Because what happened on the Damascus road is the signature experience of 
the apostle. 

Names can bring a certain accountability to them. Are we therefore a faith 
community where transformations happen?

To take a name like St. Paul’s is to assume a certain evangelistic responsibility. 
Even if we don’t like all of the baggage that brings, our namesake boasts that we will 
be ones who witness to the transformation that Christ can bring in human life.

Paul brings together Jewish heritage and Greek training. He is a bridge figure 
that broadens and spreads the faith’s appeal beyond its Jerusalem center. 

Perhaps a church with this name ought to do similarly.
I love to remember that the conversion of Paul isn’t marked by this dramatic 

story alone but by Paul’s whole life. It would be the whole of his life that would 
prove this experience to be true. So it is with us.
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Just wrestling with these scriptures and our beloved church’s name reminds 
me that, like Saul, I need transformation and transformation of a particular kind — 
the one known by encounters with Jesus – ones that are characterized by love, for-
giveness, grace – all of which were given to Saul.

Much as I would like, this kind of holy transformation won’t come through a 
better diet, exercise routine, new smart phone, or the latest app. None of those alone 
have any power to shake me out of my shoes in the way I need it sometimes. 

It has always been through encounters with Jesus in the community of faith 
that have gotten into my core. It is the songs of the church, the scriptures, the 
prayers, the study, the experiences of God in community which have gotten under 
my skin and changed me, literally saved me.

What about you? 
Do you feel your need of transformation? 
I don’t guess Saul even knew he needed transformation, and maybe we don’t 

always know we need it either. 
The hymn writer Issac Watts said - 

There are a number of us who creep
Into this world to eat and sleep, 
And know no reason why they’re born 
But merely to consume the corn, 
Devour the cattle, fowl and fish, And leave behind an empty dish. 

I suspect that many people are walking along life’s road in the role of con-
sumer. No sense of why they are on this earth. 

Either Frederick Nietzche or Victor Frankl, depending on which source you 
read, said, “One who has a strong enough why can bear almost any how.” 

Ultimately, Paul’s why for living was weak and wrong and that is why he 
needed transformation. 
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His why for existing was to persecute Christians. His why for living, where he 
placed his passions, was in killing people different than him. 

Damascus was a game change for Saul not because he resolved to change or 
that he knew he needed transformation, but because it was Jesus who encountered 
him, called him by name, transformed his passions, his commitments, his heart and 
direction, saved him and gave him a stronger why for living than the one he had. 

Once Damascus happened, his faith was expanded, his adoption of this new 
faith was embraced, his passions were converted and used for a new purpose.  

Paul had the wrong why, and this encounter with Jesus transformed it. 
Have you reflected lately on why are you alive and for what you live?  
Perhaps on this feast day we are being invited to ask that question today as 

individuals and as the church.
In the early days of the Salvation Army, a young man named Alexander was 

made treasurer of the Army. William Booth, who was the founder of the Salvation 
Army, and his wife, Catherine, dearly loved Alexander. They trusted him and treat-
ed him like a son.

Little by little, however, Alexander began taking money from the treasury. He 
took more and more until finally he was caught and arrested and sent to jail. Wil-
liam and Catherine Booth still loved Alexander. They visited him in prison, wrote 
him letters weekly, and prayed for him daily.

Alexander was so touched by their gracious spirit. He was penitent and re-
morseful, and he asked for their forgiveness. On the morning Alexander was re-
leased from jail, Mrs. Booth was waiting outside the front gate of the prison with a 
little thermos of tea. She invited Alexander to sit down on a nearby bench, and then 
she poured him a cup of tea.

“Alexander,” she said, “I have something here more than tea.” 
She reached into her purse and pulled out a moneybag. 
“General Booth and I want you to come back to the Salvation Army and help 

us,” she said to him. “And we want you to begin your duties as our treasurer this 
very morning.”



Namesake • January 25, 2015 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • Page 6

Most of us would meet such an encounter with skepticism and distrust. Al-
exander experienced transformation through the grace of God extended through 
another person. And it changed him. He didn’t earn it; quite the contrary. 

Transformations happen to us often through no discipline or merit of our 
own. Even if the Damascus experience is foreign to us, I think you might have expe-
rienced grace in a way that surprised you and even changed you.  

My deepest prayer is that this community may be such a place of encounter 
with this grace.

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.


