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Soli Deo Gloria

Are you someone who says, ‘I can remember their face, but not their name?’  Well, so am I.  But when you think about it, faces are not nearly as important as names are.  After all, faces change – names do not.  Faces grow old, they sag and wrinkle, but our names never change.  And of course, faces die; but even then, our names live on.


I learned early on in the priest business how important it was to remember names.  Believe it or not, I am vastly better at it now then I was 10 years ago.  People are hurt, if not downright angry when you forget their name.


And though I never met my maternal grandfather, I know his name:  Paris Jackson.  His name lives on, though he died when my mother was 10.  


Names matter.  And in Jesus’ time and for centuries before that, names mattered a lot.  Your name was not just for identifying you locally, it identified you genealogically, which connected you with the tribes of Israel.  People would meet and tell their family history back several generations and more often than not, the two strangers would turn out to have common relatives.  This, of course, helped preserve the peace.


This is mostly because folks didn’t have surnames as we do, they were identified by their father’s name.  Thus Jesus – whose last name is NOT Christ – would have been known as Jesus bar Joseph; that is, Jesus son of Joseph.  Or perhaps, Jesus of Nazareth.


Of course it wouldn’t have been Jesus, it would have been Yeshua.  The Catholic Encyclopedia points out that Jesus was the Latin form of the Greek ‘Iesous’ which is the way the Greek sounded out the Hebrew letters for Yeshua.  The Greeks didn’t use the letter ‘j’, and substituted the ‘I’ for it.


Yeshua was a very common name back then, rather like John today.  It took many forms and the Old Testament names we pronounce as ‘Joshua’ or ‘Jeshua’ or ‘Jehoshua’ are all derived from the same word.  In the early days of Christianity, many Jewish converts chose ‘Jason’ as a reverse translation of the Greek Iesous, so Jason is in there as well.  


What does it mean?  It means, ‘God saves.’  For Jews this would be a highly appropriate name, for God had indeed saved them from slavery in Egypt.  In honor of that event and their God, naming their firstborn son Yeshua would be appropriate and meaningful.


For Mary and Joseph, though, it was unusual.  It was traditional to name the firstborn son after the father somehow.  But Gabriel had told Mary she was to name her boy Jesus.  And in Matthew’s gospel, an angel came to Joseph in a dream and told him that the boy’s name was to be Jesus.  Gabriel told Mary why:  because the boy would save his people from their sins.


In those times names had power and to let someone know your name gave the recipient some aspect of control over you.  That sounds silly, but even now, someone who knows your name is in any event closer to you then a stranger is.  And think of the power you would have over a criminal if you knew their name.


A master could name his slaves to establish his control over them.  Remember, too, that God himself renamed two famous OT characters.  Abram became Abraham at God’s decree, and likewise Jacob became Israel.  God establishes his hold on those two men in the act of naming them.  They were no longer free agents, they belonged to God.


And in a very similar manner, God names this baby, who will be no free agent, but rather destined to be obedient to God his Father.  And it is once again interesting to note that God didn’t choose some grand or special name, but instead chose Yeshua – a very common name.  God wanted his Son to be known for who and what he was to be:  a savior.


The feast day for the Holy Name is always on January 1st, but rarely does that fall on a Sunday.  This year it does and so we celebrate it today.  In 10 years as a priest, I’ve never preached on the Holy Name.


‘Holy’ means ‘separate’ or ‘other’ and so what we celebrate is the name Jesus as being separate or other.  Again, for such a common name, this seems odd.  But perhaps what we celebrate is how Jesus made his name holy through his life, death, and resurrection.  Perhaps what we celebrate is what Jesus reveals of God’s nature.  Perhaps what we celebrate is the power of Jesus’ name in our lives and our prayers and our worship.


An S. D. Gordon wrote:  ‘Jesus is God spelling Himself out in language that [people] can understand.’  I like that.  A turning point in my own struggles to understand who and what Jesus was and is was when I heard or read somewhere these words: ‘Jesus reveals all of God that we humans can comprehend.’  That made the complex mystery of the Trinity a little easier for me to deal with.


It is challenging to cope with the notion that Jesus is God in human flesh:  how could it be that a simple human body could encompass the vastness and power and majesty of the creator of the universe?  But if I need only think of Jesus as a human being who demonstrates to me as much of God’s nature that I, as a human, can comprehend, then I can begin to deal with that


And Jesus, Holy Jesus, Jesus the ‘other,’ demonstrates mostly these characteristics: he is completely ‘other-centered,’ he loves unconditionally, he forgives freely, he includes everyone in his love, he heals, he feeds, he gives his own life to defeat death.  These are windows into the nature of God, pointers to what kind of God we love and worship.


Jesus shows us how God wants us to live as children of God – other-centered, giving freely, loving, forgiving, feeding, healing and living in total obedience to God’s will.  And doing that is no mystery: it is simply demonstrating our love of God by loving others as much as we love ourselves.  Just like Jesus did.  


Jesus – God saves.  The fully human Jesus, Jesus the exemplar of God’s own nature demonstrates his obedience to the Father’s will by finally walking directly up to the powers and principalities of his day and being killed for his teachings.  God will not ask that of us, thank God, though many have been martyred over the centuries.


But in and through Jesus, God does indeed save us.  For in the resurrection, God demonstrates that we can trust God absolutely, even to and through death itself.  In Jesus’ resurrection, we see death itself defeated and the power of death over us laughed aside.  We can trust God with our lives, we can live as God wants us to live, we can live without fear – for what need we fear if we need not fear even death?


Jesus’ name is Holy, for it puts us in touch with God’s very self.  We pray to Jesus when we are in trouble and need spiritual sustenance.  We pray to Jesus, the great healer, when we are sick and afraid.  And we pray through Jesus to God for all of our needs.  Jesus himself tells us, ‘If you ask the Father anything in my name he will give it to you.’  Jn. 16:23. 


Jesus, all of God we can comprehend, will be a familiar face, a human face, a loving friend’s face at our judgment.  And we can agree with St. Paul who writes: ‘…at the name of Jesus every knee should bow.’ Phil. 2:10


AMEN
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