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WHAT IS IN A NAME?
Psalm 8, Genesis 1:1-2:3, Matthew 28:16-20

A sermon preached at First Presbyterian Church by Carter Lester on

June 26, 2011


What is in a name?  If you are a parent, do you remember how much time and attention you put into choosing your child’s name?  Most of us started months before the birth, looking at books of names, considering family names, and paying attention to other people’s names.  We might consider the trajectory of the name – nicknames that others might choose that we don’t like, or our child will not like.  We feel like we let Molly down a little bit – we didn’t warn her that Molly Lester might be turned into Mo-Lester by middle school boys.  Our bad.
But even with months of preparation there is more than one baby who has arrived in the world without a name finally chosen.  I remember when our first daughter was born – Kerry and I had long agreed on the name that she would have if she were a girl: “Kathryn.”  But it was only when the clerk came around with the birth certificate to be filled out that we realized that we had never discussed how to spell “Kathryn,” and we had two different spellings in mind!  Names matter.

What do we mean when we speak of “God?”  Donald Baillie, a great Scottish theologian and Presbyterian church leader once answered the question this way: “What then do we mean when we speak of ‘God?’  We mean something unique, something that cannot be fully conceptualized.  Thus if we rightly understand the word ‘God’, if we give it the only meaning it ought to have, we cannot possibly speak of ‘Gods’ or even strictly of ‘a God’.  The word ‘God’ rightly understood, is…not a common noun but a proper name.”

“Not a common noun but a proper name.”  In other words, God is a being, not a thing, a subject and not an object.  God is not just one we preach about or talk about, but God is One with whom we talk, to whom we address praise and glory, as the Psalmist does in Psalm 8.
And yet, as Baillie reminds us, this proper name, “God,” “means something unique, something that cannot be fully conceptualized.”  This God is, as the Psalmist declares, is the One who has “set your glory above the heavens.”  This God is, as Genesis describes, the One who brought order out of chaos and created all that is and pronounced it “good.”  And this God is, as the gospel of Matthew reminds us, the One who sent Jesus Christ into the world to save the world and has given “all authority in heaven and on earth” to him, and has given Jesus Christ to be with us, “always, to the end of the age.”

On the one hand, the God who flung the stars into the heavens and sent Jesus Christ into the world to reconcile the world with God, is too holy, too awesome, too big to be contained by one name.  And so it is that the Scriptures give us many names for God: “God,” “Lord,” “El Shaddai,” or “God almighty,” “Most High,” “Holy One,” “Judge,” “Deliverer,” “Righteous One,” “Father,” “Son,” “Holy Spirit,” “Creator,” “Redeemer,” “Shepherd,” “Comforter.”

One name, in particular, captures something of the unique holiness, otherness, and mystery of God.  In Exodus 3, when Moses is called by the invisible God at the burning bush to free the Israelites from their Egyptian oppressors, Moses raises a number of objections to God’s call and asks a number of questions of God.  One question is: “If I come to the Israelites and say to them, “The God of our ancestors has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what shall I say to them?”  God gives Moses a one word name, “Yahweh,” which is a form of the Hebrew verb, “to be,” and can be translated “I AM WHO I AM,” or “I WILL BE WHAT I WILL BE.”

It is that name which is used at the beginning of Psalm 8 to address God.  Faithful Jews, however, would not pronounce the name of “YHWH.”  Then and now, this name for God is too holy, too special to come off human lips, so when traditional Jews come across the word in Hebrew, they substitute another for it: “Adonai,” which means “Lord.”  In the written translations we use here at First Presbyterian Church, the uniqueness of this name for God is recognized in written English by being written, “LORD,” in all capital letters. 

When the Roman general Pompey conquered Jerusalem a generation after Jesus’ death, he horrified the Jews by pushing into the Holy of Holies, the sacred space only the high priest could enter once a year.  Can you imagine the Emperor’s surprise when he came to the Holy of Holies and instead of finding at its center the most valuable and sacred religious artifact which he planned to plunder, he found nothing – only empty space.
  Why?  Because for the Jews, no artifact, no human made object could do justice to the One who made all that is and miraculously delivered the Jews from oppression. 
And no name can do justice either to the mysterious and awesome One.  On the one hand, the God who flung the stars into the heavens and sent Jesus Christ is too holy, too awesome, too big to be contained by one name.  But on the other hand, this God invites us to address God by name.  Because this awesome and invisible God knows us and remembers us, Psalm 8 declares.  This holy and mysterious God visits us and cares for us.

This is the turn that Psalm 8 makes.  First there is the declaration of the wonders and marvels of our great and holy God: “When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have established; what are human beings that you are mindful of them, mortals that you care for them.”  In the face of the glories of a nighttime sky, we human beings are so puny.

 “And yet.”   “And yet,” Psalm 8 says, “you have made [mortals] a little lower than God, and crowned them with glory and honor.  You have given them dominion over the works of your hands…”  As marvelous as the night time skies are as a sign of God’s awesomeness, even more marvelous is the fact that God treats us as important.  God remembers and cares for us.
Fred Craddock recalls attending a small country church in western Tennessee when he was growing up: “When I was a kid, I went to church with my mother, and the minister would speak to my mother, ‘How’re you, Miz Craddock?’  And the five of us kids would go along like little ducks along after our mother.  ‘How’re you, sonny?  How’re you, honey?  How’re you, sonny?  How’re you honey?’”
“But I remember when another minister came to our church,” Craddock writes, and about his fifth or sixth Sunday when I went along there, he said, ‘Fred, how’re you doing?’  He was the best minister that ever was at that church, because there’s a big difference between ‘sonny’ and ‘Fred.’”

With God, there are no generic human beings.  God does not call us “Sonny” or “Honey.”  With God, we are not known by the categories we might fall in, such as black or white, Hispanic or European, or even Christian and non-Christian.  With God, we are not stereotyped or forgotten.  Instead, we are known and called by name – David and Tom, Barb and Debbie, Tunde and Alina, just as we were baptized by name in the waters of the font.

God knows us by name.  To God, we are unique, uniquely remembered and cared for, uniquely known and loved.  There is nothing we can hide from God, nothing that can keep God from knowing and loving us.  As we say on our welcoming walks at baptisms, “For you, Jesus was born in Bethlehem, for you, he walked and taught in the dusty hills of Galilee, for you, he died on Calvary, and for you he was raised from the dead.”
There is a big difference between “Carter” and “minister,” “Carter” and “American” or Carter and “sinner.”  And in the God we meet as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer, we find a God who makes that difference.

And that God calls us to treat others the same.  Since with God, there are no categories or stereotypes, no generic human beings, only unique individuals known by name, so it is to be for us with others.
I have a homework assignment for all of us in the next week or so.  It comes in three parts.  First, find some time and some place to sit out under the stars or lie down in the grass and look up at the heavens.  Take time to contemplate the stars.  Know that for some of them the light that is entering our eyes has been thousands of years in transit – and marvel at the awesomeness of God’s creation.

And this is the second part.  Find a seat, where you can watch humanity pass by.  It may be on High Street or at the mall, on a lunch break from work or even at the beach.  Watch each person go by and recognize that each one of them is a person that God remembers, a human being with a name that God cares about.
Finally, when no one is looking at you, find a mirror and look in it.  Look and see someone that God remembers, a human being that God cares about, a mortal whom our living God wants to be in relationship with.

When we take the time to do those three things and to reflect on what we see and now know, how can we not be filled with wonder and with gratitude?!

“O Lord, our Ruler…you have set your glory above the heavens….When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers the moon and the stars that you have established; what are human beings that you are mindful of them, mortals that you care for them.  Yet you have made them a little lower than God, and crowned them with glory and honor… O Lord, our Ruler, how majestic is your name in all the earth!

Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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