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

Today we are celebrating the feast day of St Paul. In some churches it is 
a tradition to remember a church’s name sake on their feast day if they have 
one. So this year we decided to try it out. The colors that mark this space and 
our vestments 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.

Perhaps it is something like the family reunions that I remember as a 
child. They were the times that people got together and rather intentionally 
told stories related to their family. What names came from where; who so and 
so was named after and why. So maybe this day is something like that.

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, oth-
ers meaningful. There are some 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.

I always get a good laugh out of those whose names reflect their occupa-
tions. For example, my driver’s education teacher in high school was named 
Edsel Ford. My childhood pediatrician’s name was Dr. Payne, except that he 
leaned against that name; he was very kind. Very different from that but still 
hilarious is one clinical psychologist I know of has her Ph.D. and her last name 
is Pepper. So she is, Dr. Pepper. 

Every one of you has a story about your own name or someone else’s. 
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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 comment-
ed “The name 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 future. (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 pos-
sible 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 
apostle 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/Palestinian region and through the Roman empire and beyond.

What’s in a name? 
Do names have power? 
Do they have a role in shaping and forming us? 
Do names hold significance and carry a weight of a certain kind?
The apostle Paul brings with him inspiration and controversy. His epis-

tles to churches in the New Testament bring with them some of the most faith-
ful and beautiful words in all of the Bible and literature generally…and they 
bring with them controversy and skepticism.

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 them at our 
weddings. 
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But, most would rather leave out the places where he seems to advocate 
single life and not marriage as the preferred norm for Christian people. 

We celebrate Galatians 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 
accommodate like greed, envy, and pride. Complicated.

And so why not quietly dismiss those scripture texts anywhere that 
make us squirm uncomfortably? It’s tricky waters. There are those passages 
that are descriptive of the context in which Paul lived and operated, and there 
are those passages which are prescriptive 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 may be a little fear and trembling.

It’s complicated to wrestle with these, especially when it is our 
namesake.

Even the Damascus road experience — Saul’s transformation can seem 
inaccessible to us, hard to connect with for some. 

Some of you have had such a dramatic moment of faith and transforma-
tion, and turnaround. 

Others of you have experienced transformation in degrees growing 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 wres-
tling with the faith is how do we take transformation seriously? 

Because what happened on the Damascus road is the signature experi-
ence of the apostle. 
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Names can bring a certain accountability to them. Are we therefore a 
faith community where transformations happen?

Just wrestling with these scriptures and our beloved church’s name this 
week has reminded me, faithful friends, that, like Saul, I need transformation 
and transformation of a particular kind.

Much as I would like, it won’t come through a better diet, exercise rou-
tine, 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 in 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 
consumer. 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 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 dif-

ferent 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 com-
mitments, his heart and direction, saved him, and gave him a stronger why for 
living. 

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?
God has a why for your life, and the apostle’s own experience teaches 

that it has nothing to do with hate and everything to do with love. It has noth-
ing to do with violence and everything to do with peace.

Have you heard of our Orthodox Christian friends in the Ukraine? The 
photos tell the story much better than I can with words. But picture this:

The political unrest is boiling and boiling over. Protests in the streets, 
people yielding weapons, burning tires. Gathered in the city square of Kiev, 
government soldiers on one side, civilian demonstrators on the other. All 
ready to pounce on each other and some have. 

This last week in between them on this square between barricades qui-
etly walk a small group of Orthodox priests and monks. One carrying the cross, 
all dressed in their robes and vestments, one carrying a prayer book, others 
walking, all praying for peace. They walk to the middle in that space, not join-
ing either side, but rather they are standing in the middle, praying for peace. 
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The picture is vivid. Persons from both sides whispering words of 
thanks in the priests ears. Transformed people. Others still carrying weapons. 
In the cold frigid temperatures, these faithful ones are taking shifts through 
the nights to pray and stand for peace. Sheep in the midst of wolves.

The jury is still out on whether or not violence there will spread or what 
will become of reform efforts. But the transformation caused by the presence 
of these faithful, calling out by their presence for peace in the name of Christ…
it has its own power regardless of the larger outcome. Were we to ask these 
priests, I would bet they have never felt more vulnerable or more fully alive 
than right now.

These are the moments that transform. 
These are the Damascus experiences of our day — violence and peace 

clashing together and the Risen Christ calling out our names for that transfor-
mation. These moments can happen in ways public and private in your life and 
mine.

Those of you at our Listening Posts, these gatherings in your homes I’ve 
been enjoying, will have heard me quote St. Iraneus, a second-century martyr 
of the faith who said, “the glory of God is one who is fully alive.”

Rev. Howard Thurman used it in part in a sermon and said this: “Dis-
cover what makes you come alive and then go do it. Because what the world 
needs are people who have come alive!”

On the Damascus road, you might say that in Paul’s transformation he 
became more fully alive. May it be our holy task St. Paul’s church, and sisters 
and brothers, to be transformed and therefore most fully in alive in Christ.

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

Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.


