1st Sunday after Christmas				St. Peter’s - Lafayette Hill, PA.
Text: Luke 2: 15-21				          January 1, 2012
Preacher: Vicar Rodney Smith
“Into the Name of Jesus”

Happy New Year to you all! Somehow, simply by being alive in this moment, we have been welcomed into the year of 2012. An estimated billion people around the world watched an estimated MILLION people in Times Square ring in the new year at midnight, counting down the last few seconds, cheering, embracing, and getting covered with over a ton of confetti. Imagine it, a million people, unnamed, and unknown to each other, beyond whoever they came with, all squeezing into a few city blocks to celebrate something we call New Year’s. This morning we are celebrating something quite different. Today we observe the Name of Jesus. That’s why there are several names for the Christ at the front of your bulletin. 

I can’t help but be struck by the contrast between celebrating New Year’s and the birth and naming of Christ. Last night, billions of people on earth celebrated the coming of a new year, with all of its unknowns and mysteries yet to unfold. 
And we look forward to the New Year with anticipation and expectations of promise and change. Some of us will make resolutions to improve various aspects of our lives. And many people will embrace the start of a new year as beginning life again, with a clean slate, and a fresh, new, open road to travel. On the other hand, at Christmas, Jesus came to us to fulfill the promises of God, to redeem us and prepare our way into the Kingdom as God’s children. Yet his arrival happened in relative obscurity with little fanfare. There wasn’t a throng of people cheering and celebrating his birth; only a few shepherds and animals marked the occasion. 

The angels had to announce what was going on or else probably no one would have noticed at all. To the casual observer a young couple was having their baby in a stable simply because there was no place else to go. There were no hospitals or birthing centers back in those days. Women often had their babies where they could, not where they wanted to. 

As today's Gospel tells us eight days later this baby was circumcised according to the custom and given his name. From the reading you don't get a sense that there were many people celebrating this event either, though it was utterly remarkable. 
A baby is given a name that is above every name, Jesus. A name from Heaven which was given to Mary and Joseph by an angel before Jesus was even conceived in the womb. 
In the alternate Gospel lesson from Luke for this Sunday, Jesus was brought to the temple to be presented, as custom dictated. But only Anna, a woman in her eighties, and Simeon, touched by the Holy Spirit, recognized that this baby named Jesus, which he held in his arms, was the Messiah. Outside of Mary and Joseph they were the only ones who realized that they were looking upon God’s gift to the world in the form of a new born child whose name means “The Lord saves.” 

And there’s our contrast between the two events: The change of a date on the calendar is met with excitement as we usher in a New Year. But the arrival of Christ into the human family, which changed everything for all of us forever, happened with a relative whisper. However, the good news is that the gospel isn’t dependent on volume. We even sing about how it came to us on a ‘Silent Night.’ Now don’t get me wrong, I’m not trying to take the fun out of celebrating New Year’s, but rather I want to remind us that we have also started out on another year in Jesus’ Name. And I don’t mean in simply recognizing his name but that we fully share in the powerful name of Christ and all that goes with it. 

At our baptism we were brought into the name of Jesus, and we all received a new name from Heaven as well. Al, your “legal name” is Al Kammerle, Jr. 
But your spiritual name is Al Kammerle, Jr., Child of God. We all share in the name of Jesus and we have been adopted into that name as God’s Children. And this is something worth celebrating EVERYDAY.

Now, consider what our earthly names “do.” Generally, they often speak to three things: First, They can reference the past. In many cases a person’s name will not only tell you in which country the family originally lived, but also in which region, right down to the town or village. It may also tell you what the family did for a living. I’m sure that some of us here were named after our relatives who came before us as way of honoring them and keeping them alive in our midst through their name and the memories that are carried with it.

Second, Our names often speak to the expectations or hopes and dreams that parents have for their children. I know of people who have been named after great theologians, artists, scientists, or scholars, and in many cases those people have followed in the paths of those whose name they bear.

Third, Our names also define our belonging. They tell the rest of the world who we belong to. When I was child growing up if you knew a person’s last name, for better or worse, you also knew the family. You remember those conversations you had. You’d be heading out and your mom or dad would ask, “where are you going?” “Oh, just over to Tony’s house.” And that response would float out of the kitchen or living room, “Tony, who?” And depending on that last name, you either got an O.K. or a “Nay!”

Our shared name in Christ speaks to the same three things as our earthly name. The many names of Jesus reference the past as they remind us of the promises God made to the world long ago. In our Old Testament lesson, the Lord told Moses to have Aaron and his sons put God’s name on the Israelites and they would be blessed. This promise of blessing, this desire to make us holy, still lives and abides with us today through Christ. Jesus IS the Lord of All, today. Jesus IS our savior, today. Jesus IS our deliverer today, at this very moment. 

The names of Jesus speak to the hopes and desires that God sent Jesus to fulfill in the world. Jesus has come to redeem us, to bring us peace. Jesus came to show us gentleness, to give us abundant life, and to heal the nations, all in accordance with the Father’s Will. And if you notice, all of the names of Jesus speak to his mission, and his power and Lordship but none of them describe Jesus as someone who lords his power over us. 

Earthly rulers often give themselves lofty names and titles and then bring pain and ruin to the people they supposedly love and serve.  Idi Amin, as an example, gave himself a title 42 words long and was an utter tyrant. Get a load of this title:
"His Excellency President for Life, Field Marshal Al Hadji Doctor Idi Amin, VC, DSO, MC, Lord of all the Beasts of the Earth and Fishes of the Sea, and Conqueror of the British Empire in Africa in General and Uganda in Particular."
And as royal and impressive as this title sounds, this ruler was a ruthless killer who enabled the genocide of an estimated 300,000 people.

Jesus, our Lord, can be called by one word: Messiah, Immanuel, or Christ, and he gave his life for the sake of everyone. 

Like our earthly name, the fact that we bear Christ’s name also defines our belonging. Paul told the Galatians that God sent his son to redeem us so that “we might receive adoption as children.” He said that we are so close to God’s heart that we don’t need to be formal or fearful when we approach the Lord. We bear the name of Christ and that tells the world about the family we belong to, not as slaves, but as beloved members. 

Now today, we begin the new year with a celebration of our own, a family meal. We’ll gather together in Jesus’ name at the table. 
Together we will remember, celebrate, and partake of God’s promises of love and forgiveness through the bread and wine. 

And as we leave this place this morning and begin a new year in Christ, I pray that we will be blessed like the shepherds who were brought into Christ through the words of the angels. They returned to their lives, glorifying and praising God for all they had seen and heard. May we be blessed to do the same, in the name of Jesus.

AMEN


