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Some of you may know that I was born on St. Patrick’s Day. For that reason, my father wanted to 

name me Patrick. My mother insisted, however, that I be called Richard, after my father. 

(Technically, I got his middle name; he was “E. Richard” and I’m “Richard M.”) Even so, as 

anyone who has lived in a house where two generations share a name knows, you have to navigate 

which one you are speaking to. In my case, I spent the first twelve years or so of my life as “little 

Richie” while my dad was “big Rich.”   

Eventually, I got to drop the “little” but even long after that many family and friends who know me 

from childhood continue to call me Richie. When I am back in my hometown, as I was this past 

week, and walk into the Hawley Diner, I invariably run into people who have not seen me for years 

and so they still call me “Richie.” Mostly I have given up trying to change that.  

Shakespeare had Romeo say that “a rose is still a rose by any other name”—and I suppose it is. But 

names nevertheless do convey something, because they tell us who we are or at least who others 

think we are. I sometimes wonder how I would be different if I had been named Patrick rather than 

Richard. I know that it makes a difference how I respond if I am called “Richie” or “Rich” or 

“Father Rich” or “Dad” or “Richard.” Hathy and I had a landlord when we lived in New Britain, 

Connecticut who called us, for four years, “Dick and Hattie.” I realize that it makes a difference to 

some extent not only how I am, but even who I am—when I am called by these various names.  

So today is the Feast of the Holy Name of Jesus. It is a day we don’t usually get to make a big deal 

of—the eighth day after Christmas—January 1—which only rarely falls on a Sunday. The name 

"Jesus" is a transliteration of the Greek Ἰησοῦς, which is itself a Hellenization of the Hebrew  ַיהְוֹשֻׁע 

Yĕhōšuă‘ or Joshua. (Are you still with me?) In any of those languages the name means: "YHWH 

delivers" or "YHWH rescues.”  

The name Jesus appears to have been a fairly common name in Judea at the time of Jesus’ birth. 

And it is, of course, an old Biblical name that goes all the way back to the end of the Exodus 

story—to the days when Yeshua fought the Battle of Jericho and the walls came tumblin’ down!  In 

Luke 1:26-33, the angel Gabriel told Mary to name her child Jesus and in Matthew 1:21 the angel 

told Joseph to name the child Jesus: “you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his 

people from their sins." That sort of takes the fun out of the back-and-forth most parents go through 

in considering names, but that is what the Bible says: Mary and Joseph didn’t have to fight over that 

one because they both got it on good authority that this would be the name.  

In the same way that we Christians are officially “named” at Baptism, so little Jewish boys are 

named at their bris. Luke tells us that “after eight days had passed it was time to circumcise the 

child…” So it is not only the name of Jesus that comes on this eighth day of Christmas; 

circumcision is a sign of the covenant between God and the Jewish people. Luke wants us to know 

that Jesus is a child of that covenant, a faithful Jew. Jesus is born into a tradition that goes back to 

Moses and the Exodus, to David and the psalms, to Jeremiah and the exile, to Isaiah and 

homecoming.  
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Jesus bears the name of God. His very name includes the name revealed to Moses at the burning 

bush: YHWH delivers. Obviously Jesus bears that holy name in a special way, but the point of 

circumcision, as with Holy Baptism, is that we also bear the name of God, for we have been marked 

and sealed and claimed as beloved children of God through that Sacrament. Patrick or Richie or 

Billy Bob or Charles or Steve or Maryanne or Susan or Carol—we carry not only those “Christian 

names” given to us at Baptism, but as people of the New Covenant we also carry the name of Jesus.  

We bear the name of the One who has claimed us and marked us and sealed us and loved us into 

this new resurrected life. And we are called to live into the truth of that claim on us.   

Today we’ll do that in part by sharing in a Covenant Renewal Service that was written by John 

Wesley. Now you may have been taught that John Wesley was a “Methodist” but that isn’t exactly 

right, or at least it isn’t the whole truth. What is in a name? Wesley was an Anglican priest who felt 

the Church in his day was in need of being reformed and revitalized. So he created small group 

ministries, groups that covenanted to pray together and study God’s Word together and to be 

accountable to each other in order to grow in faith. He was so organized—so methodical—that he 

was labeled a “Methodist,” a name that was not necessarily intended as a compliment. But it stuck. 

Eventually his followers broke away and became a separate denomination, but both John and his 

brother, Charles (who has contributed more hymns to our hymnal, than almost anyone else) 

remained Anglicans.  

In any event, this Covenant Renewal Service is one of those things that I always appreciated as a 

United Methodist pastor and something I carried with me when I came into the Episcopal Church 

almost twenty years ago. I believe it’s a good thing for us to do as we transition to a new year and 

that it’s not just Methodist, but Christian! 

We have—each of us—been given names—formal names and nicknames and perhaps some names 

that only a few people are allowed to call us. We try to live up to our names as best we can and we 

try not to bring shame to our family names. But in addition to those given names and family names, 

there is a name that binds us all together into one great big extended-complicated-sometimes 

dysfunctional family—the Body of Christ. Through Holy Baptism we have been claimed and 

marked. We bear the Holy Name of Jesus, our Lord and our God and our Savior, the Name of the 

One who calls us his “friends.”  

As we come to the end of 2011 and turn the page to 2012, we remember that Name and renew our 

commitment to live more fully into that claim. We are invited to make a new beginning. Along with 

any resolutions we may be making to lose weight or exercise more or spend less time playing 

computer games, we are invited to renew our commitment to Jesus. May the year ahead be another 

year of grace for each of us: filled with possibilities, a year of peace and health and joy. And as we 

continue the journey to the twelfth-day of Christmas, when the magi finally arrive to pay homage to 

the newborn king at Epiphany, may we continue, like Mary, to “treasure all these words and ponder 

them in our hearts.”  

Happy New Year! 
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