[image: image1.jpg]



The downtown interfaith clergy group met recently, and in the spirit of the season, the Christian ministers asked the rabbi to tell us about Jewish hope for the Messiah. I know that some people at this time of year go see their therapist or their financial planner; we ministers go see our rabbi!

Our good friend Rabbi Zimmermann, of Temple Israel, began by saying that Jews still await the coming of the one foretold by ancient prophets, as did the Hebrew people long ago. Jews today live in what we might call a continuous state of Advent, waiting for the Incarnation.

We asked the rabbi to say more about the Jewish view of the Messiah. “We believe the Messiah will be a man,” she said. “He will not die. He will not have children.”

At this point the Catholic priest looked pleased and said, “So far, it could be me.”

The rabbi went on to say that when the old prophecies are fulfilled there will be a time of peace, and believers will rise from the dead. We asked her if the Messiah would have a name. “A name? We don’t know,” she said, “Because the ancient prophets used so many names.”

That is true: search the pages of the Hebrew Scriptures and you will discover a multitude of names referring to the one for whom the Jews hope – and in our season of Advent, the one for whom we wait. The prophets and poets of Israel offer a steady stream of names. There are names familiar to us, because we hear them in the songs of the season: Emmanuel, Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace – and there are many others: Righteous Branch, King, Root of Jesse, Servant, Desire of Nations, Wisdom from on High, Shepherd, Son of David – the list goes on. 

The rabbi told us not to worry, that this range of naming options simply reflects the fact that whenever two Jews are together there are at least three opinions. (I should have told her that you only need one Presbyterian for two opinions.)

Most of the names we hear in scripture are actually titles offering a description of what the Son of God will do. Messiah describes an anointed king or prince who will rule over the earth. Servant describes one who will come to help those in need. Father describes one who will protect and secure his people. To name the Messiah is to build a bridge from the need of the people to their hope in God. The name calls forth a response from God.

There is power in a name. Any reader of the Harry Potter books knows that. The characters in the story use the phrase He Who Must Not Be Named to refer to the evil one, the dark lord. The name is a sign of the strength of the forces of evil in the wizarding world. When Harry Potter starts saying the name, “Voldemort,” it send a shudder through the wizarding world. To utter the name of He Who Must Not Be Named is against the laws of the Ministry of Magic, because to say the name is to summon the Dark Lord himself.  

Names do that – they make present the one to whom the speaker refers. In Advent, with the prophets of old we, too, search for the right name by which to call the Messiah, He Who Shall Be Named. 

The name we choose depends on our circumstances and on our perception of the needs of the world. In Isaiah’s time, armies were closing in on Jerusalem, and they needed military victory. The Messiah they sought needed to come in power: Mighty God must have seemed about right to the beleaguered Israelites. Or Prince of Peace.

In our time, with all the uncertainty in which we live, we need assurance that there is something or someone larger than us, a purpose beyond the anxiety of the cycle of bad news. We need conviction that things are not falling apart and out of control. We need reason to think a brighter day will dawn. How do we put a name to that need?

One of the several Messiah-names Isaiah uses speaks our hope: Emmanuel. It means God is with us. It means that God has not given up on us, and we should not give up on ourselves. Say the name and we hear that God will keep promises made long ago. Say the name and even though tomorrow seems unsure, we remember that at least God is with us. We have not been abandoned. Say the name and we hear the sound of hope.

There is power in a name. 

Isaiah announces that a young woman will be with child, and shall bear a son, and she shall name him Emmanuel, because it will be a sign. The angel Gabriel tells Mary that she will be with child and will bear a son and shall name him Jesus. That child, and that name, will also be a sign. 

If the pregnancy part did not get Mary’s attention, surely the name did. Jesus comes from the Hebrew word meaning the one who saves: Yeshua. The name Joshua comes from the same root. It was Joshua who led the Israelites through the Jordan River into the Promised Land. Like him, Jesus is the one who saves. 

The rabbi told us that every Jewish mother thinks her son is the Messiah; no doubt when Mary heard the name, she figured she better say yes, just in case.

Jesus, the one who saves. It is Emmanuel all over again. God with us, remembering the promises God made long ago; God connecting us to hope; God with us, to save us. 

The poet Lisel Mueller wrote these verses about hope:


It is the singular gift


we cannot destroy in ourselves,


the argument that refutes death,


the genius that invents the future,


all we know of God.

We need not wait until Christmas to name the Messiah for whom we hope. The Jews have been naming their hope for centuries. The important thing is to give a name to that which we need from our God. 

It is our task, as those who wait in the Advent darkness, to do as the Hebrew prophets of old did: to say the name aloud, to sing it into our sanctuaries and into the streets, to bear it like a light into the shadows of the world, and to be there at its birth.

If we do nothing else this Christmas, let us at least remember that hope is present where God is named.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.


Charge: Go forth into the world in peace. 
Be of good courage. 
Hold fast to that which is good. 
Render to no person evil for evil. 
Strengthen the faint-hearted. 
Support the weak. 
Heal the afflicted. 
Honor all people. 
Love and serve the Lord, rejoicing in the power of the Spirit. 
 Benediction:  And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.
 “He Who Shall Be Named”


Jeremiah 23:5-6; Zechariah 9:9-10; Isaiah 7:10-14; Luke 1:26-38
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