
Feast of the Holy Name, 2017 

Lord Jesus Christ, Son of the Living God have mercy on me a sinner. 

Happy New Year, it’s good to be with you this morning in this church of the Good Shepherd at 

the beginning of 2017—a great way to literally ring in the new year. And today, in addition to the New 

Year, we celebrate the feast of the Holy Name, the day Jesus is given his name, the name the angel 

announces to Joseph and Mary. The name Jesus, that means God saves.  

The central prayer of the Orthodox faith and much of the Eastern Church is commonly referred 

to as the Jesus prayer. This prayer, Lord Jesus Christ son of the Living God, have mercy on me a sinner, is 

repeated again and again by Orthodox Christians creating a sort of mantra that calms down, focus the 

person praying on Christ, and bring one closer to God’s peace and presence. It is an ancient prayer going 

back to the desert fathers and mothers— those earliest monastics who retreated from urban life to 

focus on God. It was brought to Greek monasteries and has served as the main prayer practice for much 

of the Eastern church for centuries.  And the Jesus prayer is used by many today, not just those in 

monasteries and not just those in the East or in the Orthodox church.  

I learned most about this prayer last year when Patriarch Bartholomew, the current Ecumenical 

Patriarch of Constantinople or “first among equals” of leaders in the Eastern Orthodox Church came to 

visit Archbishop Justin, the Anglican Archbishop of Canterbury. Patriarch Bartholomew travelled to 

Lambeth Palace, where I was living with a community of young adults last year, with an entourage of 

bearded Orthodox priests and priests in training dressed in black cassocks. We shared time and 

conversation discussing differences in our churches, being a person of faith in a world of violence and 

persecution and we also discussed our prayers and worship. We prayed together the Jesus prayer and 

they told us about its significance in their own life, how it has transformed their actions and views, how 



it has brought Christ to be more alive in their hearts and lives. And together we prayed, Lord Jesus 

Christ, Son of the Living God, have mercy on me a sinner.  

Jesus is the name of the most special child who’s birth we celebrated last week. Jesus, which 

means God saves. And we celebrate when Jesus is given his name for it has long been a tradition in the 

Jewish and Christian faith, and many cultures around the world that to name someone or something is a 

blessing. Joseph, in the OT, wrestles with the angel is finished only after the angel blesses Joseph by 

naming him, God blesses Abram and Sarai by giving them new names, Abraham and Sarah. The ancient 

Israelites had a name for God that was not spoken, the power of the name too great to say. Jesus’ name, 

is an invitation, an opportunity for us, to call on God, to draw closer into relationship with our God of 

peace and love. 

To name another is a blessing. Perhaps you have known this in your own life Over the holidays 

my family was discussing stuffed animals we’ve had in the past. I once received a large, brown, shaggy 

stuffed dog and called him Big Dog. Big Dog was a great name until a bigger dog came along, but the 

name would not be changed. I may have learned this naming convention from my sister who had a small 

glow worm she called glow-y. A niece who has a stuffed dragon called fly-y. And my now brother-in-law 

who is Swiss and perhaps the most creative of us all, had a centipede called Tausendfüssler, for those of 

you who may not know, this is German for many footed creature. Creativity abounds in my family. But 

despite, perhaps not the most meaningful selection of names, by naming the animal they somehow 

became ours, we became closer to them and they to us.  

To name something or someone is a blessing of it. It draws us into a closer, a more personal 

relationship with the one named. 

And, to name Jesus, is a most powerful blessing. Saying the name of Jesus puts us in right 

relationship with him, reciting the name God saves can help us remember that it is, in fact, not us who 



have the key to salvation but Jesus, who dwells in our hearts, on our lips and around us that is the one 

we count on, rely on, turn to in situations that are complicated, difficult. Or who’s name we say when 

we have much to give thanks for.  

Someone once told me that if you can say the name of Jesus aloud or simply in your mind and 

heart all is not lost. No matter how bad things seem to be, how hopeless or lost or sad you feel. If you 

can recite Jesus’ name there is hope, there is presence, there is recognition of Jesus, God with us, the 

God who saves. And I am grateful for this instruction. Perhaps some of you are involved in meetings, in 

conversations, in moments that you get pulled into, caught up and seem to shake you a little more than 

is comfortable. That want to pull you away from a way of living or way of thinking and acting that is in 

line with the person God has made you to be. I recognize these times in my life and there are instances 

that in the middle of these times, the name of Jesus seems to bubble up from somewhere deep within 

and I am brought back to a place of greater comfort, assurance strength, kindness and patience.  

Lord Jesus Christ, Son of the Living God, have mercy on me a sinner. 

Even just the name. Jesus. Can act as a prayer, a focus, a reminder in our life of the name that 

can always, has always be on our hearts and our lips—it’s not just a word we use when we’re frustrated 

or shocked—there is a reason one of the ten commandments says do not use the Lord’s name in vain.  It 

is a name we recite to bring us into relationship with the One we name, to bring us into blessing by the 

Christ we call on, to remind us who is the One that actually leads the way, saves our souls and helps us 

to be better neighbors, family members, friends and people.  

And, we can come here to be reminded of who Christ is and what his name means. I think that is 

what this place is for. Good Shepherd is a sign of God with us, a beacon of love and kindness, patience 

and trust for this community and it is meant to be soaked with prayers to God and simply by carrying 



Christ’s name with us out of here we carry all that Good Shepherd, this church, stands for into every 

area of our life.  

The new year has arrived. There is time to name or re-name something, pieces of our life and 

we can take Jesus with us into this new year. We can call on his name, remember the name of this one 

whose name means, God saves. In who’s name all hope rests. The name on which we can rely in any 

situation. 

Lord Jesus Christ, Son of the Living God, in your name we gather, in your name we mourn, in 

your name we give thanks, in your name we pray, in your name we are saved. 

Amen.  

 

 

 


