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 “Happy New Year!” Or should I say instead, “Happy Feast of the Holy Name!” For many 

centuries Christians have celebrated January 1st as the day of Jesus’ circumcision and naming, according 

to Jewish custom, in order to counter the pagan rituals surrounding the changing of the calendar year. 

Nothing like anything you all were engaged in last night, I’m sure.  

 Names are powerful things. They are laden with meaning, history, and associations. From 

literary heroes, to historical figures and celebrities, to esteemed family members and even on down to 

that annoying kid in class who got under your skin like no other. Names are evocative. Some evoke 

positive thoughts and feelings, others, not so much. Adolf, for example, has been ruined for good for 

most people. So has Judas. It only takes one really bad example to ruin a name. 

 When I was in-utero and my parents were volleying about possible names for their firstborn son, 

the story goes that my dad really, really wanted to name me Ajax. “Ajax, the Greek warrior hero from 

Homer’s Iliad” he would argue. “Ajax, the most dominant soccer club in Holland, our ancestral 

homeland,” he would say. “Ajax…the household cleaner—‘Stronger than Dirt!’” my mother would reply, 

putting an end to the conversation.  

 As Melinda and I sit around at nights flipping through the baby name books or scrolling through 

the many websites designed to help with this sort of thing, it is overwhelming trying to account for all 

the different considerations one has when choosing a name. It must sound good with the last name. A 

positive meaning and interesting history would be nice. Bonus points if there’s some cool famous person 

with that name. And it must be easy to yell sternly. It’s very hard to find one that hits all the marks.  

Mary didn’t have books or names to sort through for her miracle child. The name for her baby 

comes from the angel who announced her pregnancy to her: Jesus. Now to us Jesus is the name above 

every other name, at whose mention every knee should bow. But Jesus was not a particularly special 

name at that time. It is actually the Greek rendering of the Hebrew name Yeshua, which is related to the 

name Joshua. Not an uncommon name, it was made most famous by Joshua the one who led the people 

of Israel into the Promised Land after Moses’ death, conquering the inhabitants therein. The name 

Yeshua means, “God saves.” So Jesus’ name properly understood in its Hebrew origins, means Savior.  

This ends up being a perfect name for Jesus, but not in the way anyone was expecting. And his 

fulfillment of his name could only be known after the fact. At this early moment in his life, his name, like 

all names, was an encapsulation of hopes and dreams. Perhaps this is why it is so hard to pick a name 

for a child. Not because of its meaning or associations, but because the name is the first gift you give 

your child that they will carry with them for their whole lives. And the pressure comes not from finding 

the perfect name, but from trying to find a way to express your love for them, and your hopes and 

dreams for what they will become.   



In this way, giving a name is very similar to giving someone a blessing. A blessing is a prayer for 

God’s favor and protection. This is, whether intentional or not, the spirit in which most of our parents 

gave us our names. Our names are given with love and hope. They are a constant reminder that we 

come from someone who loves us and wants good things for us.  That’s true for our parents and for 

God. For as Paul reminds the Galatians this morning, through Jesus, we are all adopted children of God 

our “Abba,” or “Father” who loves us and cares for us as if we were his own.  

And while God may not have sent angels to our mothers giving us our name, God has certainly 

given his faithful people his blessing. And he has done so for thousands of years. In our passage from 

Numbers this morning, we heard the famous priestly blessing upon the people of Israel that historical 

evidence dates back all the way to the 7th century BCE and it stretches back even further than that most 

likely. “The Lord Bless you and keep you, the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to 

you; the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace.” In this way, God says to Moses, 

with these words, His name shall be placed on the Israelites and he will bless them. God’s name is a 

blessing that will accompany his faithful followers, forever.  

It being New Year’s Day, it seems fitting to end my sermon with a resolution. One we can all 

make, together. This year, every time we use someone’s name (and especially if you are using that name 

in anger) find a way to pause and wish a blessing upon that person. You can use the priestly blessing or 

one of your own. But recognize that that person has a name because they had a blessing placed upon 

them by a parent and by God, the Father of us all. Saying a person’s name can help remind you of that. 

This year you can be the blessing you have been given that others might know of their blessedness. 2016 

was a difficult year for many of us. So let’s make 2017 a year of blessing, in Jesus’ name.  

 

  


