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What’s in a Name? 
 
Our youngest son and his wife are on track to present the world with our fifth grandchild.  
It will be their second child, but first things first, after all.  The rest of the family is in a 
full-bore race to see who can offer up the most wining name.  What the parents think is 
rather unimportant; after all, the child needs a good name.  Naming is a delicate matter, 
and who knows what Landon and Marcie might come up with! 
 
Of course, we could just call the child, #5, but that would be horrific.  Victor Frankl in his 
compelling book, Man's Search for Meaning, tells about his experience in a Nazi 
concentration camp, and the dehumanizing effect of being reduced to a number.  
Numbers are sterile.  Reducing a person to a number strips them of content, and therefore 
of personhood. 
 
This makes the family task at hand especially delicate, for how does one assign content to 
one whose sum presence in the world is just nine months, hidden out of sight the whole 
time?  To accomplish this task, many families take a step back to gain a longer 
perspective than just this one child.  Family names place the new little one in a 
historical/sociological context.  I bear my maternal grandmother's last name as a middle 
name, as did my father, a practice common among Irish and Scottish people.  Then some 
names just say it all.  If I were a Gates, a Rockefeller or a Bush, it would tell you a lot 
about my family.  In many places in the world, what family you belong to is more 
important than what the color of your skin might be. 
 
Naming is indeed, a delicate matter.  So it is when Joseph and Mary take Jesus for his 
circumcision on the 8th day, according to the law.  This was more than just a surgical 
ritual that marked a male Israelite, it was a naming ceremony.  At that ceremony, Jesus 
gets, not a family name, but a name that reminds people of a vital story in the history of 
Israel.  Jesus is a modern form of the ancient Hebrew rendered Yehoshua and Joshua, 
And it means, "God is Deliverance."  As Joshua lead the People of Israel out of the 
wilderness into the promised land, so, this Joshua, or Jesus, would lead the world out of 
the wilderness of alienation and sin into the promise of a new kingdom, whose marker is 
a striving toward full humanity.  Jesus' name places him in the center of our story of 
God's salvation. 
 
The lesson from Philippians describes this center most eloquently.  Being in the form of 
God (being the second person of the Trinity) in order to deliver us, he set that glory aside.  
He walked the deepest, darkest paths of human existence, and came out victorious, 
blazing a trail for those who follow him.  More than just deliverance for Israel, this 
Joshua, this modern Jesus, does something cosmic, something truly eternal, that is, 
something always and everywhere true.  Those who follow him will come to know 
deliverance.  This is what we Christians see in the name of Jesus. 
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So, what does it mean for us, here and now?  We say every Sunday that we believe that 
God is healing and restoring the world, and that we are recipients of and participants in 
that healing and restoration.  God is indeed healing and restoring the world.  God the Son 
is God's deliverance.  God is at work, not just 2000 years ago, but now.  We are 
recipients.  We are on the path to deliverance; we have been swept up in that great work 
of God.  And we are participants.  The work is ours as well as God's.  We are working in 
partnership with the divine to bring deliverance to the world.  We are agents of 
deliverance.  One could say that we bear Jesus' name.  After all, we call ourselves 
"Christians," those who seek to walk the path of Christ.  Bearing the name of Jesus means 
being about deliverance. 
 
Where do you see deliverance?  I watched TMZ on the television several nights ago.  
When I first tuned in, three ladies were singing "Oh, Holy Night," in butter-soft voices.  
Next up was a series of poets and people who gave monologues.  They all talked in one 
set of terms or another of Black deliverance, what it meant to them, what it didn't mean, 
and what it should mean.  I thought back to times when this kind of TV show would 
never even have aired.  I saw the proclamation of deliverance.  Where do you see 
deliverance?  There, where you see deliverance, you hear the name of Jesus proclaimed 
in word and/or in deed. 
 
Where do you wish to see deliverance?  For all the beautiful poetry and song, the fullness 
of deliverance is not yet known.  You are five times more likely to land in jail for a drug 
charge if you are not white than if you are, in spite of the fact that actual drug use is about 
the same across the board.  90% of people in prison are there for non-violent drug 
charges.  The vast majority of them are minorities—black, brown, Asian.  I wish for 
deliverance here, for the name of Jesus to show up.  Oh, but wait!  I bear the name of 
Jesus.  I can do something.  We can do something—and we are, as we prepare to receive 
our Releasing Friend, Paul Fuentes, in March. 
 
The plight of those experiencing homelessness is on the news every night.  Every time I 
hear about the clearing of an encampment my heart breaks.  On the one hand, I 
understand the very real community health concerns, and on the other, the humanity of 
those being torn from the tiny shred of stability to which they cling.  I wish for 
deliverance here, for the name of Jesus to show up.  O, but wait!  I bear the name of 
Jesus.  I can do something.  We can do something.  And we are doing something.  We 
share in the ministry of Family Promise and the Friendship House’s tiny house project in 
Burlington. 
 
What are you doing about it?  You bear the name of Jesus.  We bear the name of Jesus.   
This is the first Sunday of 2021.  Let us live up to our name! 


