
What’s In A Name?

Acts 7:55-60; Psalm 31:1-5, 15-16; 1 Peter 2:2-10; John 14:1-14

We go by names—Sarah, Joe, Wanda, Spencer, and Alice. Back before there was ever such

a thing as Vital Statistics the only place your name would be recorded was in a church baptismal

record book. When we baptize someone we say God’s name and the person’s name to show that

they are known to one another and bound to one another. For m any years baptism was also

perceived as the time when a person received their name.

Names tell us much. When told that he cannot join his family name with that of Juliet’s family,

Romeo asks, “What’s in a name? A rose by any other name would smell as sweet.” True. But would

it still be a rose? The name “rose” is a label, but it’s more. The name is a revelation, a signifier that is

more than just an arbitrary sound. In a deep sense the name helps to make the rose, the rose.

See? Even as I used the word rose, something leapt into your mind, an image of a rose,

maybe your favourite coloured rose is yellow or white. You may have even recalled the smell of a

rose. Perhaps you instantly recalled a rose given to you at some point by your beloved, or a vase of

roses on a table left to welcome you, or a spray of roses on the coffin of someone you loved. All of

that instantly brought into our consciousness simply by a name.

Will Willimon writes: “Years ago I was speaking at the college I had graduated from many

years before. After my speech, a young man came up to me, thrust out his hand, and said, “Dr.

Willimon, remember me?”

I hate it when people do that! He did look somewhat familiar. 

“I’m Ron,” he said. Then I remembered. Little Ron usually sat on the second row, up front,

toward the left, with his mother and brother. He was not the easiest of children; in fact, he was

notorious for his misbehavior in Sunday school. But he was bright. I remembered that when he said,
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“I’m Ron.”

“I’m at this college because of you,” he said. “You first told me about this school. You really

made a difference in my life when you were our pastor.”

I admitted that he was bright! Difficult, but bright. Perhaps while he was misbehaving in the

second row from the front, he did get something out of my sermons after all! 

“What was it that I did to make a difference in your life?” I asked him.

“You always knew my name,” he replied.

That was all?

“I don’t think we ever had a preacher who knew my name,” he said.

Just that. That was all. I knew his name.

Though he was young, he knew enough to know that all that talk about “love,” “community,”

and “Christ’s body” doesn’t mean anything if you don’t know my name.”

That’s why it’s so important when you’re meeting a stranger to introduce yourself and state

your name. We teach our children to overcome the boundary between us by saying, “You smile, offer

your hand, and say, ‘Hello. My name is . . . What’s yours?”

That works for our human relationships but how about that boundary, that vast gulf between

us and God? How is that to be bridged? Today’s Gospel from the fourteenth chapter of John has

Jesus majestically say, “I am . . .” He tells them his name. “Hello. My name is way, truth, and life.”

From the beginning, people struggled to name Jesus. No one name was sufficient to speak of

the majesty, the glory, the mystery of Jesus. So the Gospel writers spoke of him through many

names.

Jesus is called Jesus because that’s what the angel told Joseph to call him. Really it’s Joshua,

which we’re told means “he will save people from their sins.” The Old Testament Joshua was a
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warrior and conqueror of the Holy Land. Joshua is the human embodiment of the conquering

salvation of God.

You know that Jesus is also called Christ, meaning “Messiah,” the anointed one. He is the

deliverer, the savior, sent from God. Today many people call Jesus by the name “friend.” “What a

friend we have in Jesus,” we once sang. True. Jesus is the friend who empathetically cares about us.

But he does more than care. He also moves, acts, and saves. He is the Christ, the Messiah, the one

sent from God who is God in the flesh, God among us, God with us.

And he’s even more than that. As John says in the opening of his Gospel, Jesus is the Word

made flesh (John 1). Christ is God’s great self-communication. A word is a gift from one to another.

We make contact, establish relationship, communicate, have communion and community, and call

upon each other through words. Jesus is the Word.

John’s Gospel also says that Jesus is light. The light shines in the darkness and the darkness

doesn’t extinguish the light (John 1). In a sermon, Augustine notes that John the Baptist was born

during the winter solstice, the darkest season of the year. Jesus, John’s cousin, was born at that time

when the days are getting longer, when the world is turning toward the light. Jesus is light. He

enlightens; he makes clear, warm, light. He is the dayspring, the morning star, the true light that

lightens the world, the dawn.

A few years ago there was a movie dramatization called, The Gospel of John, that just went

through the whole Gospel of John from start to finish, every word. The movie opens with, “In the

beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God . . . and the Word was God.” As those majestic

words are being spoken, a huge orange sun majestically rises on the horizon of a sea. In a similar

way when people met Jesus, they knew they were meeting more than a young man named Joshua. It

3What's In A Name.ser.wpd



was like the dawn, like sunrise.

And in John’s Gospel Christ speaks of himself as bread, the very bread of life. He wants you

to feed on him, to be nourished and sustained by him. He wants you to chew on his words, get your

deep hunger satisfied, savor him. Bread is the staple of life. It’s an intimate image of our relationship

with Jesus. He doesn’t just want you to think about some of his ideas; he wants you to ingest him,

feed on him, and never be hungry.

He is called the vine—deeply rooted, drawing life directly from God. He is the fruitful vine,

laden with rich, dark fruit. As for us, we are the branches. We have no life, no fruit, except from him.

We are therefore to cling to him as branches on the vine.

Last week we discovered he is called the shepherd who protects, seeks, and saves the lost

sheep. He doesn’t just care for us; he seeks, reaches, searches, and risks. He is the good

shepherd—so good, he lays down his life for the sheep.

Those are just a few of the rich, evocative names we can discover for Jesus in John’s Gospel.

Matthew adds that Jesus is the judge (Matt 25), the last judge. Our values, our judgments about

ourselves are subject to his judgment. He sets beside us a moral measurement more exacting than

our own assessment of ourselves. Our love pales beside his love. Our goodness crumbles next to his

good. His judgment is in love; his love is his judgment. He doesn’t leave us to our own devices but

loves us enough to judge us and help us set right our wrong.

He is Sovereign. He rules. All the earth’s rulers are under his rule. Our petty monarchs sit up

on their thrones, but he sits upon the throne. All evidence in this morning’s newspaper to the contrary,

he reigns. The king has a kingdom! Jesus is more than personal, more than subjective. He is cosmic.

He is busy engulfing the kingdoms of this world into his kingdom, stirring up trouble for other “kings,”
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shining his light into every corner of his creation. His kingdom comes, which means his will will be

done on earth, here, as it is there, in heaven. No other ruler is worthy of our worship. He will reign

forever and ever!

He is the lamb. That’s a favorite name for Jesus in Revelation, the last book of the New

Testament. The powerful saviour is also the frail, gentle, obedient, wounded lamb. We expected the

Messiah to arrive with power and pomp; he brought us suffering love. He stoops, bends down,

condescends to wash his followers’ feet. Like a sheep he was led to the slaughter. Then he took his

place on the throne at the center of  heaven. The sovereign one who rules, is also the slaughtered

lamb who sits upon the throne.

Word made flesh, light, bread, vine, judge, sovereign, lamb—Christ is all of these, and for

those who know him, who call upon his name, he is even more—rock, living water, Lord, sun,

servant, way, truth, life.

In this Sunday’s Gospel Jesus reassures his fearful, mistrusting disciples by saying to them, “I

am the way, the truth, and the life.” To those who wander, he is the sure path. For those who wanting

to know the truth, the whole truth of things, he is the truth. He doesn’t say, “I’ve come to tell you some

truth.” He says, “I am the truth.” The truth is personal, embodied in him. To those who yearn for life in

a world of death and loss, he is life, eternal life, abundant life.

He loves each of us enough to tell us his name, “I am . . .” He wants to be in constant

conversation with us so he tells us the way to call upon him, “I am . . .”

He knows me, knows you, calls you by name. Will you risk knowing him? Will you allow Jesus

to introduce himself to you? Will you let him tell you his name so that when you call out in your joy or

pain, you will know that you are speaking to the way, the truth, and the life of God? That name,
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above every other name, wants to be called upon, spoken to, and served by you. 

Will you?  - - - Thanks be to God. Amen.
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