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Christmas comes in all its glory, with carols sung on a holy night in candlelight – but if we’re not attentive, we might miss the simple heart of the story: 

For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given.  

The wonder of the birth we celebrate this night is made all the more powerful by the down-to-earth way it happens. Like every human being, God comes into this world a tiny child, through the pain of a woman’s labor. Imagine the humble way it takes place, there among the animals, no doubt a midwife present to assist Mary in giving birth. The infant likely weighs around seven pounds; he might be about 20 inches long. Probably has a head of black hair and dark eyes. 

And they give him a name.

As anyone who has ever done it knows, naming a child is a big deal. The name differentiates one particular newborn from any other. It’s the first step of the child becoming part of the family. The name gives the baby an identity, a place in the community. 


So it is for Mary and Joseph and their child. The midwife is probably the first to ask what they will call him, as she bathes the newborn. At some point they have to declare by what name he will be known. It’s not easy. Having been there three times myself, I know how final the decision is. To make matters worse, relatives and friends always have their own opinions about names for your child. It’s best to keep all prospective names to yourselves.

It isn’t that simple, though, for Mary and Joseph; the Holy Family has to contend with angels and ancient prophets. It’s the behind-the-scenes conundrum of Christmas: what shall we call him? The fact that so many try to influence the name-selection points to its consequence. It is important for us, as well, because what we call the one whose birth we sing this Christmas Eve reveals how we see him in our lives, and what we hope from him for our world.

Given all the special attention they receive, Mary and Joseph must feel as if a lot is riding on the name they choose. “The hopes and fears of all the years” must seem to hang in the balance. 

The standard approach would be to name the child after the father – calling the boy either “Joseph” or some other male name from the ancestors on his side of the family. Matthew helpfully gives a detailed lineage back through 42 generations of males on Joseph’s side. In keeping with tradition, Joseph could have selected any of those names; among them are Jehoshaphat and Zerubbabel. I defy anyone to write a Christmas carol using either of those names.

The angel Gabriel has his own suggestion. He delivers it to Joseph in a dream, shortly after Joseph learns of Mary’s pregnancy. The angel says,

“Joseph, son of David,” – See how important names are? – “do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” (Matthew 1:20-21)
Jesus. From the same Hebrew root as Joshua and Hoshianna, or Hosanna – meaning, the one who saves. Apparently those in heavenly precincts who sent Gabriel to Joseph think humanity is in trouble and needs saving. “You are to name him Jesus,” Gabriel says. 

That’s all well and clear, until Matthew adds,

“All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet: ‘Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel,’ which means, ‘God is with us.’” (Matthew 1:22-23)
Emmanuel – God with us.  Jesus – the one who saves. Which will it be? 

Then, if we go back to the words of Isaiah, it gets even more complicated. Here’s his advice: 

“For a child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests upon his shoulders; and he is named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. (Isaiah 9:6)
Now we start to see a pattern. The names proposed for Mary’s baby represent the hope of those who do the naming. The name conveys something about the one who bears it, but especially about the one who gives it. In many parts of the world today it’s still common to give a child a name that expresses the parents’ hope: He who will praise God. She who will have many children. He who will prosper. 

It is a way to try to influence what God is up to in the life of the child. So it is with the suite of ancient names offered by Isaiah:

Wonderful Counselor – the one who leads us through crisis.

Mighty God – the one who holds power over all the earth.

Everlasting Father – the one who will always love us.

Prince of Peace – the one who comes to reconcile those in conflict.

And there are others: 

Messiah – the one who comes to bring justice on earth.


Lord – the one whom to whom I give my allegiance.


Savior – the one who rescues me from myself.

The list of potential names is long, but Mary and Joseph aren’t the only ones who have to make a decision. We too easily avoid the work that Christmas asks of us. That work begins with the words we use to name the one who comes among us, born of Mary. If we cannot put a name to the child, we will lose him. I don’t mean an old formula-name like those we sing and hardly notice. I mean a name that declares who the incarnate one is to us, to you and to me, and for our world.

By naming him ourselves, we have a claim on the child, and he on us. 

What will it be? What shall we call him, the babe born this holy night?


The one who gives me the strength I need every day?


The one who goes with me as I look for work?

The one who helps me face my addictions?

The one who supplies the courage to say “No” to destructive 

behavior?

The one who teaches me to forgive?

How we choose to name him will have a lot to do with his place in our lives. He’ll become more than a spiritual one-night stand, and Christmas will have impact on us and on our world. What shall we call him?
The one who walks with me through grief?

The one who holds me when I’m lonely?

The one who helps me stand up for what is right?

Is he coming solely for me or shall we name him something broader?

The one who aches for all creation to be healed?

The one who longs for an end to poverty?

The one who prays for wars to cease?

To name him is to attach ourselves to him, and he to us. That is the purpose of incarnation. It’s why we’re here tonight – God coming so close that divine love is no longer an abstract, distant concept but a reality with flesh and bones, with sinews and muscles – around seven pounds, 20 inches, black hair, dark eyes.

For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given.  

D. H. Lawrence once wrote, “God is the great urge that has not yet found a body.” Tonight that urge finds a body. It’s an urge for peace. An urge for hope. An urge for life transformed. An urge for justice. An urge for light in the dark places in your life and in mine, and in this old world. Each of those urges has a name. 

What shall we call him? Savior. Messiah. Prince of Peace. Emmanuel. In Bethlehem, at Christmas, we learn that God incarnate has many names.

Mary and Joseph choose Jesus, the one who saves. 

No single name captures the fullness of the love and the enormity of the hope born into the world this night. 

Thanks be to God – and Merry Christmas!


Amen.


“What Shall We Call Him?”


Isaiah 52:7-10; Isaiah 40:1-5; Isaiah 9:2-7 


Matthew 1:18-25; Luke 2:8-20
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