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Numbers 6:22-27; Psalm 8; Philippians 2:5-11; Luke 2:15-21
When Christmas falls on a Sunday, the Feast of the Holy Name of Our Lord coincides with the First Sunday after Christmas, and according to Prayer Book rubrics, super-cedes the regular Sunday observance.  Falling eight days after Christmas, this feast day was originally called the Feast of Circumcision, since Luke tells us that on the eighth day after his birth, Jesus was circumcised and given his name.  
According to the requirements of Mosaic Law, three ceremonies are to follow the birth of a male child:  circumcision, redemption or dedication of the firstborn, and purification of the mother.  Through his circumcision Jesus, the Messiah, is given solidarity with humanity and becomes subject to the Law like every other Jewish male.  In other words, the Messiah is both born of a woman and born under the law.  However, Luke is concerned with the naming of Jesus, and this is the only place in the Gospels that describes the event.

How much does it matter that we know God’s name for Jesus and what it means?  Today, on this Feast of the Holy Name of Jesus, we invoke the powerful name of our Savior with special attention to the mystery of his birth and his coming to earth to dwell among humans.  The mystery and glory is that he would design to come to us as God, (as we read today in Philippians) becoming “namable” as a vulnerable child of flesh and blood, joining us in our human pilgrimage through this world, with all of its joys and all of its heartbreaks.  In Jesus, God has a name; God has a history.  In Jesus, the Divine speaks to our souls and reminds us that the business of heaven has come among us, and is seeking to gather us up in a much more vast Kingdom now, and pointing us toward an eternal future.

Grant Gallup wrote in a 2003 issue of “Hominy Grits” the following concerning Jesus’ name:  “Names used to mean something and still ought to.  For our Biblical religion makes the naming of People of highest importance.  The first official words spoken over us in church used to be ‘Name this child.’  The old Prayer Book assumed that Naming took place then, at Baptism; but nowadays that is lost when months or years later the Sponsors mumble out, ‘I present N. to receive the Sacrament of Baptism.’  

“To name someone is to bestow an identity for him or her to live up to, and into.  To know the name of someone is have (a kind of) power over him, (or at the least have) some influence (over her).  Name, rank, and serial number are the first things a surrendered soldier must give to captors.  In the Prayer Book, ‘N’ stands for Name, and is asked for in many places…in prayers for example.

“You might find of interest some facts about Jesus’ name:  “Jesus is given a Jewish name—a good Jewish name, but it’s a name that some Spanish speaking people also use quite a lot for their own kids…Jesus is also the English version of a Greek rendering of an Aramaic slant on a Hebrew name.   The Hebrew name is actually Jehosha, or Joshua for short, Yeshua in Aramaic.  It means “Yahweh saves.”

Gallup points out that Jesus was, significantly, not given the name of Joseph, his earthly father.  That is why the townspeople were confused when they heard of his ministry, and asked themselves, “Isn’t his name Josephson, the carpenter’s boy?”  In both the dreams of Joseph and the visions of Mary, he was given before his birth the name Jesus.  His destiny was written, not in the stars, but in his name:  Yahweh saves.

What does it mean for us to name the Name, to affirm that Yahweh saves as we approach a new year, with its inevitable beauties and joys, troubles and challenges?  We take our actions more seriously when we act on another’s behalf.  When we invoke an authority, we carry greater weight.  But we had better be sure that what we are saying and doing is worthy of the Name that we bear, speak, and revere.  
It is a Name we need to grow to understand, love, and properly represent in our own “seeking to save,” as in the integrity of our lives, the physical and spiritual worth of others, the life of the Church, the long- and short-term welfare of the planet.  God is in the business of saving, and when we own the Name, we, too, are wrapped up into the Wisdom that made the worlds and sustains all life.

Religion professor Ellen F. Davis of Duke University (she used to be one of the Hebrew language and studies professors at VTS, the seminary I attended)—Dr. Davis has pointed out that in Israel, wisdom comes out in one’s hands, as seen in regard to the skills that crafted the tabernacle and its furnishings:  “Let everyone 
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among you who is wise-of-heart, let them come and make everything that YHWH has commanded:  the tabernacle…”  (Exodus 35:10f, her paraphrase.)

Jesus, the Word within us, is active and productive.  Not merely from the point of his birth, but from eternity past, he has been molding and shaping creation in love, along with the Father and the Holy Spirit.  Christ within us is a powerful force for doing God’s bidding in this world.  We work and bear witness to the name of Jesus as his disciples, and through us, in a very real way, that powerful name meaning “Yahweh Saves,” does the work of helping to save others and all that is part of God’s creation.  We do well to take seriously calling ourselves Christian, as in followers of Jesus the Christ.  We can bring Glory to his Holy Name, or we can bring shame, dishonor, and disdain.
In my own life, there have been many times, when in desperation or pain or confusion, I called out the name of Jesus.  “Jesus help me!  Jesus save me!  Jesus heal me.  I rebuke this temptation in the name of Jesus!  I rebuke this spirit of fear in the name of Jesus!”  And, I’m happy to report to you that the powerful name of Jesus has helped, protected, healed, and saved me time and time again.

On this New Year’s Day, this day of new beginnings, we praise and adore the Holy Name of our Lord Jesus the Christ.  And this can be no more artfully accomplished than in song and Psalm.  The great Joe Bayly, who wrote a book, Psalms of My Life,
 left us this passionate Psalm for Christmas.  It makes us rightly mindful, in all humility, of what is essential in this Feast, this Season—and focuses on what Jesus brought to us in his Person.

Praise God for Christmas

Praise Him for the Incarnation

for Word made flesh.

I will not sing

of shepherds watching flocks

on frosty night

or angel choristers.

I will not sing of stable bare in Bethlehem

or lowing oxen

wise men

trailing distant star

with gold and frankincense and myrrh.

Tonight I will sing

praise to the Father

who stood on heaven’s threshold

and said farewell to His Son

as He stepped across the stars

to Bethlehem

and Jerusalem.

And I will sing

praise to the infinite eternal Son

who became most finite

a Baby

who would one day

be executed for my crimes.

Praise Him in the heavens.

Praise Him in the stable.

Praise Him in my heart.

� Taken from “Holy Name—Postscript” Synthesis, January 1, 2006, Year B.


� Joe Bayly, Psalms of My Life, David C. Cook, 1988.


Note:  Overall textual exegesis material:  Synthesis, Holy Name—Year B, 2005.





