


St. Martin’s January 18th Week of prayer for Christian Unity 
What is in a name?
Isaiah 49:1-7    John 1:29-42
May the words….
At the beginning of the week of prayer for Christian Unity we will look at what is in a name, ourselves as God’s chosen people, and consider what God might be saying to us as we move into 2026. 
How many of us know what our names mean? 
My name is the French form of Anna, which is related to the name Hannah in the Bible. Hannah means grace, or favour and is closely connected to the idea of being blessed or showing kindness. In the story of Samuel Hannah is known for her devotion and strength. I do know that I am blessed, and that I try to show kindness. I committed my life to God when I was 12, but I don’t know about being strong. As Jeff Lucas says, there are no strong people, all of us have experiences which can break us. What we need to remember is that God can also put us back together. I am living testimony to that.  
In the Bible names have meanings too. Let’s explore the names of those who appear in our readings this morning 
Isaiah comes from the Hebrew name Yeshayahu, which means "Yahweh is salvation" or "The Lord is salvation." His name speaks to the central message of his prophetic ministry, where God reveals His plans to save His people and bring justice and righteousness to the world. Isaiah’s name is a divine proclamation of hope, it reflects God’s unwavering commitment to save His people, even when they are facing judgment for their sins. The meaning of Isaiah is a reminder to us all of God’s grace and His role as the ultimate source of salvation, both in the time of Isaiah and for us today.
John - The name John is derived from the Hebrew name Yochanan, which means "Yahweh is gracious." This name encapsulates God's mercy and compassion, suggesting that those who bear the name are often seen as vessels of grace. That is a lovely phrase, vessels of grace. It emphasizes that through God’s grace, we can find redemption and therefore the name John is deeply rooted in the relationship between the human and the divine.
Andrew - The name Andrew is derived from the Greek name Andreas, which is linked to the Greek word aner, meaning "man" or "masculine." The name Andrew is associated with strength, courage, and the essence of manhood. In biblical terms, Andrew represents not only his identity as a man but also his role in the early Christian community as a steadfast follower of Christ. He is often associated with sharing the good news and serving God. 
Simon – the name means he has heard, or God has heard. The name reflects a deep connection with God and emphasises the importance of listening. As we see in our reading this morning Jesus changes his name to Peter, which is derived from the Greek word "Petros," meaning "rock." In Matthew 16:18, Jesus says: “And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it.” This shift from Simon to Peter symbolizes a transformation of identity and purpose. It signifies strength, stability, and the foundational role Peter would play in the early Church. God continues to build His church today. 
Our names are part of our identity, and in our readings this morning we see how Isaiah, John the Baptist, Andrew and Simon Peter are all called by God to witness to Him in their own way, and how each have their own identity in God. 
There are often times when two passages in the Bible —written centuries apart—relate to each other in a clear and surprising way. I see this as showing how amazing the Bible is, and how the Holy Spirit has truly inspired the word of God as we have it in our Bibles today. 
Isaiah 49 and John 1 are like that. One is the voice of the Servant of the Lord, speaking from exile, unsure how his word will be received. The other is the voice of John the Baptist, pointing towards Jesus with a confidence that leaves no room for doubt. And yet both passages are centred around the same deep truth: God saw them, God called them, and God sent them.
What is surprising is that God calls them before they have done anything, before their ministry starts, before there is any evidence of their calling. Their mission was not clear at the start, but as they walked with God they are used by God in His purposes for His people. 
Isaiah begins with a bold announcement: “The Lord called me before I was born, while I was in my mother’s womb he named me.” This is not the voice of someone who has necessarily got everything worked out. In fact, Isaiah’s Servant confesses that he has laboured in vain, spent his strength for nothing. He feels the weight of disappointment, the ache of a mission that seems fruitless. And yet—God had called him long before he could see any results of faith in Isaiah’s life.
John the Baptist also says, “I myself did not know him,” until the moment the Spirit descended like a dove. John had been preparing the way for someone he had not yet recognized. His calling to serve God was real even before he fully understood it.
Our calling can be like that, many of us would testify to God stepping into our lives long before it was clear how God wanted to use us. We may not see ourselves as having done anything special, but God stepped into our lives, told us He loved us, and called us to follow Him. As we can see from our readings this morning, we are all in very good company. The problem is that we do not always listen for that call, but we often wait for God to tell us clearly, waiting until we are absolutely certain before we move. I can tell you that I am never absolutely certain about anything, but I have stepped out in faith and followed Jesus, as Good King Wenceslas says “Mark my footsteps, good my page. Tread thou in them boldly”.  My understanding has grown as I listened to God’s call and have tried to follow faithfully, it was not there from the beginning. Was I confident in my call to the priesthood? No, but God made it clear as I set out on the road to ordination that this was the path that He had planned. Are you listening to God’s call? 
We don’t know how God will use us, but as Isaiah says, “The Lord called me before I was born, while I was in my mother’s womb he named me”. God sees what we cannot see. 
Isaiah’s Servant feels small, he says “I have laboured in vain”, but God responds with a breathtaking expansion of the mission that He is giving Isaiah: “It is too light a thing that you should be my servant to raise up the tribes of Jacob… I will give you as a light to the nations.”
God sees more in the Servant than the Servant sees in himself.
John the Baptist experiences something similar. When he sees Jesus, he doesn’t just see a man from Nazareth. He sees the Lamb of God. He sees the One who takes away the sin of the world. He sees the Son of God.
And then Jesus turns and sees Andrew and the other disciple following him. He asks them, “What are you looking for?”—a question that cuts to the heart. They answer, “Rabbi, where are you staying?” And Jesus responds, “Come and see.”
God sees us before we see God clearly. And God invites us into a deeper seeing. Some of us carry a sense of inadequacy, like me and Isaiah’s Servant. Some of us carry uncertainty, like me and like John before the dove descended. Some of us are like Andrew—curious, searching, unsure what we’re even looking for. But God sees, God knows, and God names us before we can name ourselves.
And we are called to witness to the world about the saviour of the world.
Isaiah’s Servant is not called for his own sake. He is called to be a light to the nations. John the Baptist is not called to gather followers. He is called to point people beyond himself: “Behold, the Lamb of God.” Andrew is not called simply to stay with Jesus. He is called to go and find his brother Simon and say, “We have found the Messiah.”
That witness does not have to be eloquent, with long sermons and deep theological words, Andrew simply says, “Come and see.” The same invitation that Jesus gave him. But the gospel spreads most powerfully through people like you and me saying, “Come and see what I have found.”
Our readings this morning remind us that our calling to follow Jesus is much older than any doubts that we have. We may not be certain, but God has a purpose for each one of us, however young or old we are, and we need to step out in faith and discover what that purpose is.  We are all called to point towards Jesus, to invite others to join us. We cannot put the world to rights, but we can speak about Jesus, who can.  We just need to trust that God is already at work long before we understand how.
All those named in our readings today are part of a story which continues with us today. God may call us before we are ready, but God knows us and sees each one of us, and He is faithful when we step out in faith. 
“The Lord called me before I was born”. How many of you see yourselves as chosen by God before you were born? I know some of your stories, and it is quite clear to me that being chosen from before we were born still happens today, as I see God at work in individual lives and in us as a community of God. God’s hand is on each one of us both individually and together as we are called to witness to the same Jesus that John the Baptist identified as “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world”. 
Conclusion 
Isaiah, John, Andrew and Peter. Their mission was not clear at the start, but as they walked with God they were used by God in His purposes for His people. That is the same for us. When I became a Christian over fifty years ago, I had no idea of the road that I would travel, but I committed my life to serving God, and He took me at my word. Yes, there have been bumps, bruises, and trauma along the way, but my calling to be a priest so late in life is evidence of the fact that God takes us at our word. Are you thinking that it is too late for God to use you? I beg to differ. God has known us since before we were born and He plans to use us throughout our lives, we just need to listen, like Simon, so that we can become the John who points towards Jesus, and the Peter that builds God’s church. Amen. 
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