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You Shall Call His Name (Luke 2. 15-21)
© Sarah Bachelard

I’'ve always loved the idea of names. | remember as a child being fascinated by the
names | might have had if, for example, I'd been called after one of my grandmothers
— Muriel and Agnes — or if I'd been born a boy. Richard, apparently, had been one
candidate, until Mum realised that Richard Bachelard might have been a bit much —
at which point, apparently, Christopher hove into view. | remember making endless
lists of the names | might one day give children of my own, choosing names for dolls
and pets. And maybe some of you shared something of this fascination. Names are a
big deal in human culture.

In many ancient contexts, your name was predetermined by the network of
relationships and the social location into which you were born —a child’s name
encoded the fact that they were a son or daughter of so and so, destined for a
particular profession or dedicated to a particular saint, or (in indigenous cultures)
connected to a particular country or kinship group. Even in our contemporary
culture, which tends to prioritise parental preference over predetermined social
location, the choice of a child’s name will often express connection with ancestors
and familial values, or evoke blessing and a hoped for future. Naming is a kind of
speech act that calls someone forth — it helps to generate their identity and destiny.
And in this sense, naming things truly involves a kind of discernment.

Very early in the biblical narrative, God is depicted as inviting humanity to
participate in creating the world by means of naming it. According to Genesis 2, “Out
of the ground the Lord God formed every animal of the field and every bird of the
air, and brought them to the human to see what he would call them; and whatever
the human called every living creature, that was its name’ (Genesis 2. 19). Similarly,

when God in the bible calls someone to a new relationship or new task, their calling



is very often accompanied by the gift of a new name. So Abram becomes Abraham
and Sarai, Sarah; Jacob becomes Israel. On this understanding, names are not just
labels affixed arbitrarily to objects for the sake of convenience — a version of
numbering. No, the function of naming is to recognise who someone is and who they
might become; a true name is both identity and call, presence and possibility.

Little wonder, then, that God takes an interest in the name by which God’s
Son will be known on earth. Indeed the communication of his name is integral to the
announcement of his conception, just as it was for his cousin John the Baptist. The
angel who appeared to Mary said: ‘Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favour
with God. And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will
name him Jesus’ (Luke 1.30-31). so Mary and Joseph do as they’re commanded. The
child is born and, after eight days has passed, at the rite of his circumcision, they give
him his name: ‘he was called Jesus, the name given by the angel before he was
conceived in the womb’. (Luke 2.21). In Hebrew, this name is Yeshua which is related
to another biblical name, ‘Joshua’. It’s derived from a root word meaning ‘to deliver’
or ‘rescue’, and it’s usually translated as ‘God saves’ or ‘God is salvation’.

In his name, therefore, is given the meaning of Jesus’ life, his meaning for us.
And the testimony of his disciples is that, in relationship with him, we will discover
our own true names, our own fullest identity and destiny. In relationship with him,
for example, Simon became Peter, the rock on which the church was to be founded,
and Saul became Paul which means ‘little’, signifying his newfound humility. Mary
Magdalene was recalled to life and hope, saved from her desolation at the empty
tomb, by hearing her name spoken by the risen Jesus; and in the book of Revelation,
those who remain faithful are promised the gift of ‘a new name that no one knows
except the one who receives it’ (Rev. 2.17). And all this suggests that because Jesus is
the very presence of God with us and for us, to come to know and name him truly, is
also to come to know and name ourselves rightly. In and through him, we come to
recognise how we are connected to the life of the whole and what is ours to be and

do.



There’s a Chinese proverb attributed to Confucius, ‘The beginning of wisdom
is to call things by their proper name’. We all know the truth of this in our own
experience. How being able to name our emotions, our failures, our sexuality or the
reality of a situation is ultimately liberating and empowering, even if at times it
involves a painful journey of deepening recognition and revelation. In the same way,
learning to name God rightly is ultimately liberating, even if it too may involve a
painful journey of letting go old assumptions and projections, the purification of
idolatry. This is how it was for St Paul who was so profoundly changed by hearing the
name of Jesus on the road to Damascus, that he later exulted in his letter to the
Philippians that ‘at the name of Jesus every knee should bow’, for in him is revealed
the truth of God. God who wills to be born in human form; God who humbles and
offers himself ‘to the point of death — even death on a cross’, so that humanity might
be formed anew.

So today we remember the name of Jesus and its meaning for our lives; we
proclaim that he expresses the truth of God. We give thanks that in and through him

we may come to hear our own true names, and so be set free to be.



