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Holy Name, 1-1-12
HAPPY NEW YEAR!

According to our calendars and for most of the world, today is New Year’s Day, and the beginning of a new year. A day of parades and football. A day to put away Christmas decorations. A day to recover from the night before. 
But for the church, which already began its new year five weeks ago with Advent, today is officially the Feast of the Holy Name. It’s actually a major feast day and unfortunately, it often goes unnoticed. It occurs on the eighth day after Christmas. As Luke writes, and as we heard in our Gospel reading, “After eight days had passed, it was time to circumcise the child; and he was called Jesus; the name given by the angel before he was conceived in the womb.” Under the Law of Moses, all male infants were to be circumcised on the eighth day after birth. It also was common at that time for family and friends to witness the naming of the child.

For centuries, this day was better known as the Feast of the Circumcision. But in the 1979 Prayer Book, the day became officially known as The Feast of the Holy Name. It reflects the significance of the name, Jesus, which comes from the Hebrew word for Joshua, which means “Yahweh is salvation” or “Yahweh will save.” All of us know there is great power in a name. Just think about Jesus, who was given the name by an angel before he was even conceived in Mary’s womb!  But names are not only powerful. They somehow carry or express the essence of ourselves. 

Think for a minute about your own name. Why were you given that name? Was it a family or favorite name? Do you have a story to go along with your name? Jesus certainly had a great story to go along with his name! In my family we have our share of traditional names and Roman numerals. We also have stories to go along with both the traditional and not-so-traditional names. Take my three boys, for whom short names with a last name like Stegelmann, were a priority: Kurt Friedrich has a good German sound, and is a combination of the names of the boys from the Sound of Music. Grant Potter has a good strong sound, and is a combination of the names of his grandfather and a friend.

Seth William has a good Biblical sound, and is a combination of the names of Adam/Eve’s third son and a name his parents like.
In Judaism and Christianity, a name is connected to the identity of a person. In the beginning, Genesis tells us God made man and all other creatures, “and brought them to the man to see what he would call them; and whatever the man called every living creature, that was its name.” God called Abram and renamed him Abraham. Sarah laughed when she was told she would have a child, 
So she named him Isaac, which means “he laughs.” Esau’s twin brother grabbed his heel as he was born so he was named Jacob, which means “supplanter.” An angel told Zechariah to name his son, John. Isaiah prophesied that the Lord’s name shall be called “Wonderful, Counselor, Almighty God, the Everlasting Father, the Prince of Peace.”

Besides identity, there is power in a name. What about Jesus’ own instructions to his disciples when he taught them how to pray: “Our Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be your Name.” As we know, the disciples did more than just pray in God’s name. They performed miracles and exorcisms “in the name of Jesus.”  Saint Paul wrote that “whatever you do, in word or in deed,  do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus (Col. 3:17). When we pray and intercede for others, we often end our prayer by saying “In the name of the Father, the Son and Holy Spirit.” Come to our Wednesday Holy Eucharist and Healing service and you will experience the “prayer warriors,” a faithful and committed group of parishioners who gather week after week and pray in the name of Jesus. Many of them are praying for you and your family members. Of course our intercessions on Sundays remind us to lift up those who are on our prayer and parish cycle lists. Wherever and whenever we pray, we invoke the Lord’s name because we believe in the power of prayer and Jesus’ name. 


Someone wrote that the name of Jesus “has all things in it—it speaks more in five letters than we can speak in five thousand words.” We know the stories of our own names or of those we gave to others. How infinitely much more is the name Jesus, which means “God saves” and implies being set free—set free from those things in our lives which enslave us or hold us hostage—so we are able to move freely and empowered to be and do according to who we truly are. 

Opportunities to be born again into new life and in the name of Jesus abound throughout our lives: at our baptisms, our weddings, our hospital beds and at the communion rail. We can never underestimate the power of Jesus’ name. Just think about the times when it’s slipped from our mouths in frustration or anger. As we know, it also can become a loaded and dangerous word. 

That is probably why we use it for a variety of reasons. Whether it is conscious or unconscious, we use the name of Jesus because we do believe in its power—in a power that can build up or break down. It usually comes from a deep place of desire for something we want or do not get. As 16th Century Spanish mystics, St. John of the Cross and Teresa of Avila, explain: We are not meant to DENY desire but to be made free FOR desire—desire to love in the name of Jesus who offers us salvation. Saint Paul would agree: “…at the name of Jesus,” he wrote, “every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” (Phil. 2:210-11) 

The Feast of the Holy Name of our Lord Jesus Christ invites us to consider how we use the name of Jesus in our lives and in the new year. How about making a New Year’s resolution with a commitment to daily prayer? A daily and simple prayer. Saying and praying, “Jesus.” What more do we really need? WHO more do we really need? Than Jesus. “Jesus.” Amen.  
