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(Sermon for the Feast of the Holy Name, January 1, 2017, offered by 

Grace Church seminarian, Kellan Day) 

 

The Lord be with you. 

 

Let us pray: Send your Spirit to help us ponder your word anew. Amen. 

 

Today, at the start of a new calendar year, it seems appropriate to begin 

at the beginning.  

 

At the opening of our scriptural canon, God creates. Just after this 

momentous outpouring, God names Adam. And then God encourages 

Adam to name the creatures of the earth. The act of naming, I assume, 

was not an altogether easy task. It would have required time and 

creativity and intuition. I imagine Adam as he encountered the creatures, 

becoming co-creator with God in this act of naming, as he asked each 

creature and himself “what will we call you, little one?”  

 

Though I have never expected a child myself, I have watched friends 

prepare for nine months to welcome and name their unnamed and still-

mysterious womb-bound creature. It’s an intuitive question that all 

parents ask: what will we call you, little one? Should you carry the name 

of a beloved and long-gone family member? Should the name be 

biblical? Or a non-traditional one? The giving of a name is not a neutral 

task. The name becomes a symbol of the fullness of that person, a vessel 

of love-imparted.   
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The act of naming is a confluence of creativity and responsibility. For 

when you name something, you are giving it its own identity, letting it 

exist in the world apart from you. And you are also saying: I am here; I 

will take care of you. 

 

Naming illuminates the inherent dignity of each created being. God’s 

initial and whole-hearted vision for the world included the naming of 

everything. To give each thing its place in the time and scope of creation 

so that all creatures could live rightly and accordingly. When Adam and 

Eve strayed from the wholeness of God’s good work, God began the 

never-ending and relentless work of re-naming. From Abram to 

Abraham and Sarai to Sarah, he created a people that would resemble his 

own name. In the veiled wrestling match between Jacob and God, 

Jacob’s name was changed to Israel; Jacob is re-named and thus restored 

(though his mischievous schemes don’t exactly end at that point in his 

story). In our Old Testament lesson of the day, God speaks a message of 

blessing – and a part of that blessing, an essential part of that blessing, is 

that his name shall be put on the Israelites. Though a wayward and often 

rebellious people, God continues to call them his own, to bless them, and 

to give them his name. God chooses to be responsible for them, to make 

good on his promises.  

 

The Israelites become the people who signify and represent God’s own 

name, the name of the Almighty Lord. Throughout the Old Testament, 

God’s own name is mysterious and metaphorical: he is the Almighty, the 

God of the wilderness, the God who sees, the God who provides, the 

God with a womb. Paradoxically, he is a God who gives his name at the 
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burning bush yet that very name is untranslatable, unspeakable. He 

revealed to Moses the symbol of his identity yet was still masked, 

hidden, endlessly shrouded in a burning mystery.  

 

And then, in the fullness of time, God sent his Son. Mary does not 

ponder the name of her child, though. The name was given even before 

the little one came into her womb. The name was given before time even 

existed. The image of the invisible, the namable of the unutterable, the 

immanent incarnation of the transcendent God.  

 

The name of the savior-child was to be Jesus. A common Jewish name 

with an enormous symbol of God’s vison for the world. Jesus, taken 

from the Hebrew name Joshua, means Yahweh will save. In the fullness 

of time, when the world creaked and groaned for the presence of God’s 

savior, Jesus was ushered in among us. Jesus was ushered in as the 

promise of God’s unfurling salvation. As the poet Luci Shaw says 

 

“Quiet he lies whose vigor hurled a universe. He sleeps whose eyelids 

have not closed before. His breath (so slight it seems no breath at all) 

once ruffled the dark deeps to sprout a world…Older than eternity, now 

he is new.”  

 

Older than eternity, now he is new. 

 

In this newness, in another creative act, God names the babe. God names 

God. And he is to be called Jesus. The birth and naming of Jesus is the 

great second act of creation. In Jesus, creation is restored, reordered, 
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renewed. What was once ashes and shriveled is yet again renamed: it is 

given new life and form. The world sings with the hope of salvation.  

 

The Holy Name of Jesus is what we commemorate today on the Feast of 

the Holy Name, eight days after Christmas. We as Christians belong to 

his name and belong to each other through this name, whether we like it 

or not. It is the name that we are baptized into (church tradition used to 

encourage the giving of a new name at baptism to symbolize that we, 

too, are a new creation, washed in purifying water). We gather together 

each Sunday in the name of Jesus and pray each day in the name of 

Jesus. We great each other with Jesus’ peace and priests bless us with 

Jesus’ blessing. The way that we live as a community, the way that we 

live in the world, is because of Jesus. All that we do here, is done 

through the holy name of Jesus.  

 

Yet so much could be said about the ways that we Christians have 

sabotaged kingdom work by misusing and appropriating the holy name 

of Jesus. One only has to think about the cross on the shield of the 

crusaders in the Middle Ages. Or, a little closer to home: the current 

political dialogue where Christians use Jesus’ name against one another 

and against anyone else in order to make a point. We’ve contorted the 

Holy Name of Jesus to be another violent symbol in our own clannish 

games. Games that Jesus particularly refused to play – just look at who 

he ate with.  

 

The examples of misusing Jesus’ name, if anything, shine a light on a 

temptation that exists for all Christians, I think. We are tempted to speak 
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about Jesus far more often than we are drawn into speaking to and with 

Jesus. He is not an abstraction; he is not someone we use to win an 

argument; he was sent to save the cosmos, to recreate all that has been 

polluted and tainted. We celebrate The Feast of the Holy Name because 

it invites us to see Jesus as one of us and as more than us. He is a 

common man and the one who saves us from ourselves. 

 

The acclaimed novelist, Zadie Smith, in her newest and possibly most-

brilliant work, Swing Time, writes into existence a character with no 

name. The protagonist, the person at the heart of the story, is nameless. 

As the reader, we hear her voice and we witness her interactions and we 

observe her circumstances. But we don’t know what to call her, we have 

no name for her. As one reviewer put it “[The] protagonist is so 

nebulous she becomes an idea for the reader to grasp at and attempt to 

put together, like a puzzle made of stardust…” Without a name, the 

protagonist is exiled into abstraction.  

 

The holy name of Jesus roots him in our reality. He is not a puzzle made 

of stardust but a living, breathing, named human. And in his real flesh 

and blood humanity, he is recreating all of us. Jesus is renaming us into 

his likeness.  

 

He is renaming the things in us that are eating us away; the guilt, the 

bitterness and the attachments that we carry around like a loaded duffel 

bag. We hardly even notice anymore that our arms are tired. He is 

renaming the names that we’ve picked up along the way: failure, 

unlovable, always alone, not enough. He is re-naming our hopes for the 
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future and our interpretation of the past. When we speak with him, when 

we know him, when we meet him in prayer and at this table, we are 

transformed by his loving presence. For his hope for us is endless, his 

ways with us are not over, and the salvation of the world is real. 

 

We can see things anew, this year, because we see him. We speak to 

him. We taste him and touch him.  Jesus is not an idea to be talked about 

but a person to be known, loved, and adored. He is beckoning to us, 

calling our name, hoping that we will call his. 

 

 


