What’s in a name?

Psalm 148, Luke 2:21-33
29th December 2024

Well, here we are at our last service of the year. Christmas celebrations are just behind us and I do hope you all have experienced something of the many blessings of this holy season. Today we would naturally turn our attention backward and in our mind go through some of the significant events of 2024. We are greatly indebted to Michael, who has been helping us to do just that with his selection of pictures from the year gone by and displayed them so beautifully on the monitor in the vestibule. We all had our ups and downs, our joys and sorrows individually, in our families and in our church, not to mention the world events that whizzed by us at an alarming speed. So we are here, because we want to give thanks to God and echo the words of the psalmist, who calls on young and old, girls and boys, sun and moon and mountains and oceans to praise the God who created and upholds the world.


But isn’t it lovely that this service with its contemplation of the past and closing of a year also includes the celebration of a new life, the hope-filled sign of God’s promised continuing care, which – according to the psalmist – ‘will never pass away’. So, we rejoice with Emma and Alex for bringing little Clara into the church family for baptism – though I haven’t noticed them bringing either a pair of turtle doves or two young pigeons, as Jesus’ parents did, when they first  brought the baby Jesus to the Temple!


Of course, the parallel is not quite accurate even if we discount the birds. Jesus was brought to the Temple in Jerusalem when he was over a month old, but not for baptism, or the Jewish equivalent of naming and circumcision. According to Jewish law, that would have happened 8 days after his birth, probably at his local synagogue. Luke, the Gospel writer tells us that there he was given the name of Jesus, as prescribed by the angel, who announced his birth. The name Jesus, or ‘Yeshua’, in Hebrew, means ‘The Lord saves’. 

We know that names can be important. But isn’t it interesting that our names, which we carry for the rest of our lives, are really nothing to do with us? We do not choose them. We may like them, or dislike them, but unless we go into the trouble of changing them by Deed Poll, they will remain with us for good. I think Clara is a lovely name, my sister is called Clara. Apparently originally it is a Latin name meaning ‘clear, bright or famous’. I am sure Emma and Alex had their reasons for choosing it and I do hope that when little Clara grows up, she will like it too. 

Naming a baby is just one of the things that surround a new birth. Babies arrive amidst a lot of preparations, hopes and expectations. As they are waiting for the new arrival, careful parents try to think of everything that would pave the way for a smooth path for their little girl or boy. Even to the extent of where they might go to school and what profession they may follow when they grow up. In Jesus’ time part of these preparations would have involved taking the child to the Temple, offer thanksgiving sacrifices: hence the turtledoves, and dedicate the new born to God. 

In Jesus’ case, his birth and early days were also surrounded not only by his parents’ hopes and planning but,-  according to the Gospel story – also by angelic predictions and far-reaching prophecies. At the annunciation, he was promised to be great, who would be called Son of the Most High; who would inherit the throne of his ancestor King David and rule over Israel in an everlasting kingdom. Quite a tall order for the newborn son of a village carpenter! And in today’s reading old Simeon also predicts great significance for the child Jesus. He calls him God’s ‘salvation prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light to lighten the Gentiles and to be the glory of Israel’ – as the Authorised Version of the Bible has it. The reading concludes with mother and father being full of wonder of hearing all this. And not surprisingly! It’s as if it was predicted that little Clara would become a Nobel-prize winning scientist or the General Secretary of the United Nations! Not that, either of those would be impossible, of course!

 But we have no way of knowing how much of all this would have reached Jesus himself, as he was growing up. I remember being well in my teenage years before my mother first told me about my birth and about my baptism and the reason why I was given my name. It was my grandmother’s name, who died young, when my mother was only 5 years old, so it was a precious name for my mother. 
If it was anything like this with Jesus, bit by bit he would learn these things too. He would certainly be aware of his name, its meaning and significance and there would come the time when he would learn about all those predictions and expectations surrounding his birth. Even more importantly, there would come a time when as an adult, he would have to decide how to relate to them. According to the Gospel accounts this would have been around the time of his baptism under the influence of John the Baptist. 

In the Christian tradition we take it for granted that Jesus’ name ‘God saves’ refers to us. It means that through Jesus’ life, death and resurrection, God saves us and liberates us from all that would separate us from God. But perhaps today we could explore the possibility that before any of this could ever happen, in his full humanity Jesus himself had to own his name, take it seriously and understand it first and foremost as something that was about him. He had to learn, experience and finally believe it against all the odds, that God would save him. It would be only after this that he would be able to invite others with conviction to share his vision. A vision that was no longer about just him but about God and God’s loving plan for the world.

And even then, there were all those predictions and expectations and prophecies and there remained the day to day responsibility for him to choose the means by which he could convey God’s good news. How should the Son of the Most High, the Prince of Peace, a successor of King David behave on the dusty roads of Galilee surrounded by a motley crowd of fishermen and bystanders and outcasts? 
Well, true to his name, Jesus’ choice was to keep listening to the transforming, saving guidance within himself we Christians call God’s Holy Spirit. In that power he preached his message, in that power he noticed the needy people around him. In that power he gathered and blessed children, who were held of no account then. In that power he was willing to be in the society of lepers and prostitutes and free them for a new life. And his message was that all this power was available to all of us. It is within us to be called upon and through it GOD SAVES. 

But of course, there are all sorts of other things in us and in our power too. Just to return to the significance of names, little Clara’s name could be a promise of becoming famous with a dazzling future, but it can also mean an aspiration for a character of truthfulness, joy, clear-sightedness, reliability and a discerning mind. She will have her genetic inheritance; she will have to contend with many different influences, her upbringing, education, friendships etc. 
Our prayer today is that in due course she will find her true, unique self, and in it the image of God with all those amazing powers that will save her from harm, from bad influences, from unbearable suffering and enable her to empower others to do the same. 

And at the turn of the year the same prayer goes for the rest of us, who are called Christians. As we look forward to 2025 we call upon God to confirm us in our divine inheritance. The name Christian has acquired many different connotations over the centuries and sometimes even us, Christians can be confused as to how should a Christian behave in our 21st century affluent Western society? In what way can we own our name that is true to the person, whom we got it from? 
Well, Jesus did not leave us with doctrines to adhere to or elaborate rituals to perform – though they do now have their place in our common life together. He simply said: ‘Follow me!’ Take care of those whom nobody cares for. Befriend those, who are friendless, welcome the stranger, who feels alone. Heal the sick and encourage those who are sad. Have regard for the lilies of the field and for the birds of the air. And be surprised just how strong you can be in your weakness, how giving you can be in your poverty and how hopeful you can be, when you seem to have plenty of reasons to despair. Let it be so for all of us today and in the New Year to come. 
Erna Stevenson

