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A covenant is made; it expresses itself through the changing of names and a promise.

What is your name? Can you say it out loud? Do you know the meaning of your name? Is there a story behind
your name? Does your name reflect who you are or who you want to be? Do you keep any connection with
the reason (s) why your name was given to you?

Sometimes we know the meaning of our names; sometimes we don't. Sometimes we know the stories behind
our names. Sometimes our names express faithfully who we are, and perhaps who we want to be. Sometimes
we are so strongly marked by the reasons and the stories behind our names that we end up being determined
by them; and many times, what we do and how we live changes the meaning of our names, redefining them
and us.

Abraham, who is regarded as a patriarch of the Israelite religion and a very important prophet in Islam as well
as in Baha'i Faith, had his name changed. His original name was Abram which means father of many. His
name was changed into Abraham which means father of many nations. Abraham was one of many migrants
who, between 2000 and 1700 BC invaded Syria and Canaan coming from the siro-arabic desert and
Mesopotamia. According to one of the traditions, Abraham came from Haran (Genesis 12,1; 24,4; Joshua
24,2). According to another, he came from Ur of the Chaldeans (Genesis 15,7; Nehemiah 9,7; Judith 5,6). His
migration had political and religious reasons, but in Genesis 12,1-3 everything was reduced to an order given
by God. It is the religious language in which the text is dressed.

Studying the bible is a very complex task. What for us seems to be a well organized story or a well written
book, is in fact an intricate quilt hiding different sources, schools of thinking, scribes, layers and layers of
cultural materials, long historical periods. In reality, many texts we read are metaphors for multifaceted
economical, political, social and religious processes. So, to speak about Abraham it is not to speak about one
person, but many. It is not to refer to a person's life-time period, but several centuries. However this is
normally the way biblical literature organizes its contents, by telling stories about individuals.

This morning's reading says, "No longer shall your name be called Abram, but your name shall be Abraham".
From father of many he became father of many nations. There was, no doubt, a sense in which Abram -
"father of many" - was a hard name to bear for a man who was the father of none, especially in a culture
where inquiry about one's personal life was a courteous practice. Now God went a step further and made his
name "father of many nations." It is almost preposterous for a childless man to have such a name.

"As for Sarai your wife, you shall not call her name Sarai, but Sarah shall be her name". There is a difference
between Sarai and Sarah, which is important -- "Sarai signifies my lady, or my princess, which confines her
dominion to one family; Sarah signifies either a lady or princess without restriction, or the princess of a
multitude" (Poole).

Both, Abraham and Sarah's new names show an evolving identity. Their new experiences, understandings,
visions, promises and faith gained in the process of migration prove that they are people moving beyond.

The Jewish scholar Beer Mayim Hayim works with the concept that the entire book of Genesis is a
presentation of the dynamic development of the human psyche. Thus, the soul, after a toddler's state of total
confusion (symbolized by the chaos of creation), grows through the rough adolescence of anarchy and
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nastiness (archetypically the generations of the flood and the tower), reaches the stage where he/she confronts
questions of good and bad, the stage of Abraham and Lot. In order to progress within each stage of
development, towards the next paradigm of consciousness, one must first reach for the highest level of truth.
When working with our text he says that the expression "walk before me" is in itself a requirement of a
movement beyond; beyond the given state of individuals, beyond the current "situation" which must be left
behind, or transformed. Stagnation is not a good place to be. Being confined within our comfort zone will not
take us further.

Abraham and Sarah call us this morning to leave our places and move beyond. The blessings accompany the
movement. The promise is found as we move.

The blessings promised to Abraham are not a reward, a "gift" for some action rendered. According to Beer
Mayim Hayim "they are the direct result of his action. The ability to "be" someone flows directly from the
transcending of baser desires and yearnings; one must loose one's moorings first in order to perceive reality in
a new and progressive manner."

To have the courage to follow new paths, to invent new meanings, to believe in new paradigms, to widen our
faith, to open ourselves to the unknown, to grasp the possibility of being a father for many peoples when no
son or daughter has yet been born, to keep seeing further and moving beyond is what Abraham and Sarah are
saying to us this morning.

What changes do our names need?
What is the new name you want to receive from God?
What is the new meaning your name will have because of the way you live? What promises will you find?
Which ones will you cradle?

A covenant is made; it expresses itself through the changing of names and a promise.
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