The Nameless Child
Luke 2:15-21


Well, for those of you who follow this sort of thing, the NBA season has finally begun.  The first games were held last Sunday on Christmas Day, as if this was supposed to be some sort of gift to humanity that an elite, and otherwise irrelevant, group of pampered athletes and pompous owners could figure out how to more fairly divide the billions they extort from gluttonous fans, desperate to be entertained after tearing open their “52-inch LED flatscreen theatre-style viewing with surround-sound” televisions from Santa.  Almost on cue, the NBA season was in full swing, with hard-court action morning, noon, and night, depending on your particular time zone.   


For West Coast fans of the LA Lakers, midst the usual combustible mix of Hollywood glitz, felonious rap-stars, and Kobe Bryant, they also were able to experience firsthand, World Peace.  Actually, make that Metta World Peace, who happens to be the starting forward on the Lakers team.  I was truly impressed when I read that Lakers fans were chanting, “We want World Peace,” until I realized what they were seeking was none other than the player formerly known as Ron Artest, who is more widely known for the longest suspension in NBA history for his infamous fight with Detroit fans in 2004.  Since then, he has bounced around the league valued more for his defensive skills than his poisonous personality. Perhaps for marketing purposes alone, Artest legally changed his name in September.  But calling him Metta World Peace is like referring to the recently deceased Kim Jong Il as Mahatma Gandhi!

Of course, ironic and ill-fitting names have always brought smiles to our faces.  A little web research and you can come up with quite a list: Surgeon, Ted Kadaver; Grocery Store butcher, Brad Slaughter; Lawyer, Sue Yoo; Sheriff Shotwell; Judge Lawless; South Korean Olympic athlete, Kim Yoo Suk.  All sorts of politicians have awkward names such as, former Congressman John Doolittle, Philip Forgit, Mark Reckless, Frank Schmuck, Oliver Loser, Young Boozer, Krystal Ball, Ben Bushyhead, and Rich Whitey!  So all things considered, let’s give World Peace a chance.

Aside from being ironic or interesting, names are what give us a sense of identity, for better or for worse.  Most people like their names and to a large degree we all grow into them in one way or another.  What I mean is, we own the name as part of our character and personality.  
Think about it, could you imagine yourself with any other name?  I, for one, find it strange whenever I come across any other person named Paul Hayes, though I understand there are two others living here in Groton!  Around the world, there are hundreds, if not thousands, of Paul Hayes-es, even though I stake claim to the name at the heart of my own identity and any sense of uniqueness I feel.  It’s hard for me to wrap my mind around someone else possessing the same name and identity as mine.

I’ve wondered why that is.  Is it narcissism?  Perhaps.  In an individualistic culture as our own, we perceive our names as a source of uniqueness and self-understanding.  In some cases, it may be due to a sense of connection to others we admire.  In other words, our self-esteem rises or falls according to the value we place on the name and what we associate with it.  

But, there’s more to it than self-esteem.  Several social psychologists over the last few decades have examined the role that names have on a person’s development and sense of self.  In many cases, people live into the meaning they associate with their names.  Many Native Americans, for instance, have gained a whole new appreciation for themselves and for their purpose in life by letting go of conventional WASP names in favor of reclaiming their native ones.  In contrast, many immigrants have found new meaning by changing their native names into those that will more easily integrate into a western society.  I’ve even known people over the years who have sensed a particular divine calling and purpose based on their birth name that corresponds with a biblical character—Peter, Esther, Ruth, Jeremiah, Stephen.  Some of them felt an inner destiny to fulfill the intentions they associated with their particular name.  
One of the interesting details of the Christmas story has to do with names.  Let me highlight it in this way.  If the historical timeline of Jesus’ nativity is at all accurate, then up until the equivalent mean of this morning, the eighth day following his birth, the Christ child would have been nameless, if not entirely anonymous!  Had he not survived childbirth, as nearly fifty-percent of newborns at the time did not, he may have been put to his eternal rest without a name, without a historical reference, without an identity.  At most, he would have been referred to as “Mary’s child.”

I’ve been thinking about that this past week, recognizing each day the nameless state of the Christ Child.    Like I said, for the first eight days of his life, it could have been anything.  So why wasn’t he named Joseph after his father, or Isaac, or David, or Elijah, or Samuel, or Hillel, or any other Jewish boys’ name at the time?  According to a source on Jewish traditions:

Judaism places great importance on the naming of each new child. It is believed that the name of a person or thing is closely related to its essence. The name given to a child by a parent provides them with a connection to previous generations. It allows the parents to make a statement about their hopes and aspirations for their child. In many ways a Hebrew name brings to the newborn a sense of Jewish identity.


As we know, the son born to Joseph and Mary was given a fairly common Judean name, Yeshua, or Joshua.  According to Luke, on the day of his circumcision, he would have been poignantly named this which means, “Yahweh saves.”  That would be the choice made in terms of connecting this newborn to Jewish history and identity.

As I said, the name, Yeshua, was common in Hebrew and Aramaic and derived from Joshua, who led the people of Israel into the Promised Land.  According to Numbers 13:16, Joshua garnered his name from Moses, who renamed him from his birth name, Hoshea, which means “he saves,” giving him a new name, Yehoshua, or “Yahweh saves” in order to indicate the source of the Israelites’ salvation through their tribal God, YHWH.  The shortened form of “Yehoshua,” was “Yeshua.”  Only in English translation from the Greek do we even arrive at the more familiar, Jesus.  So why was the son of Mary and Joseph connected to Joshua’s legacy?

Luke tells us that Mary was told by an angel to name him Yeshua.  Matthew, on the other hand, says it was Joseph who made that determination after a dream.  Either way, it is far more intriguing to me to wonder how Jesus himself viewed the choice and purpose of his name later in life in light of his namesake, Joshua.


What I mean is, it’s not difficult to imagine him being named, Moshe, after Moses, for his teachings were certainly intended to be a reinterpretation of the Torah.  It’s not hard to see him living up to the name of Elijah, given his miracles and his bold confident faith in Israel’s God.  Given the significance and status of these two great figures in Jewish history, why shouldn’t he (or we) expect a messianic figure to be called some variation of one of those names?

If not these two, then why not name him, David?  Wouldn’t that have made it easier for him and others to view this man from Nazareth as a potential messianic king?  Or could he have been named Isaac, to express how he was the long promised son and lineage of Abraham—the father of their nation?  Or would he have been known as a righteous and wise judge had he been named Solomon?

The point is, any of these names could have shaped the character and purpose of this Christ Child.  Why was this nameless child called, Yeshua?  Why was his namesake, Joshua, of all people?

Matthew offers a reason for why he was so named: because Yeshua was to deliver his people from their sins (Mt. 1:21).  Immediately, because of our Christian interpretation, we assume it means personal moral sins of every individual on earth.  At the heart of traditional Christian theology is the presumption that Jesus came to die to deliver us all from culpability for the sins we’ve committed in life, based on his atonement for our sins.


However, I don’t think that’s what Jesus himself would have sensed during his lifetime.  The reason I say that is there’s little in his teachings or actions that convey that he believed himself to be some sort of cosmic, universal, and eternal atonement for all of human sin—at least in the sense Christian theology suggests.  Yes, he spoke about his death on several occasions, but it was more in an ominous sense recognizing the efforts of the powerful elite in Judea to eliminate him—first Herod, then the scribes and the Pharisees, and ultimately, Pilate.  We must remember, the theology of the atonement was a later Christian reflection upon the meaning of his death and resurrection.  It would have been an anathema in Judaism for anyone to believe that a human being could or should serve as an atonement for anyone.  Human sacrifice was a pagan notion, not a Jewish one!
Nevertheless, I still wonder if Jesus struggled to some degree with the meaning associated with his name, Yeshua, and particularly his namesake, Yehoshua.  You see, it would be difficult to take Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount and match it up with the life and character of his namesake, Joshua.  Joshua was portrayed as a righteous man, but that doesn’t translate into meaning he was a man of peace and goodwill. 
Joshua was a warrior.  His tactics were unequivocally violent; his military cunning, his battlefield experience, and his relationship with God were greatly romanticized while Israel conquered all the territory and inhabitants of Canaan.  There was nothing in Joshua about loving one’s enemies, or turning the other cheek, or resisting violence.  His righteousness meant he possessed remarkable boldness as a leader—that he was a great and mighty warrior.  
In Jesus’ day, Joshua would have been the one to take up arms against the Romans, just like Judas the Galilean did during Jesus’ youth, as well as Judas Maccabeus 150 years earlier.  Similar to the name Judas, anyone named Yeshua would have interpreted his destiny and purpose in the same way.  Judas and Joshua were names associated more with guerrilla warfare than peacemaking.  Who knows?  Perhaps in the back of their minds, Mary and Joseph would have made this same association when they named their child, Yeshua, with Mary pondering all these things in her heart.  Did she give birth to one who would become a great battlefield warrior, who would finally deliver the Judeans from their enemies?
Again, who knows?  But it might be the key to understanding Jesus’ self knowledge and the ultimate purpose of his name.  Instead of living up to the warrior image, Jesus deliberately went against the conventional sense of his name and was remarkably un-Joshua like!  Continually, this Yeshua resisted the messianic warrior motif that would have easily been associated with his name and his proclamation of the coming Reign of God on earth.  
Unlike with the conquest of Canaan, this Joshua didn’t seek to conquer his enemies throughout Palestine, he didn’t strategize to kill his adversaries, but instead he sought to transform their hearts, to make peace with them, to humanize them, and to save them from their sins as well.  

However, it wasn’t until the end of his life that this became obvious to everyone, including the Judases of the world.  This has led me to reconsider the significance of the dramatic confrontation between Judas and Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane where Jesus refused to take up the sword and Judas sold him out (probably out of frustration).  This Yeshua would not lead an armed rebellion as Judas wanted him to; he would not follow the endless path of violent uprisings for freedom and justice, but instead he would seek another way to transform the world from the very acts and attitudes and destructive zeal that lead to human conflict and oppression in the first place.  
From the day of his circumcision to the day of his death, this Yeshua was not a warrior taking human life for a divine cause; this Yeshua was a redeemer saving human life for a divine cause!  That is why I believe his own life was redeemed in the end, even when his enemies thought they had vanquished him.  For this is precisely how Yahweh seeks to save Israel and all people from their sins—transforming hearts toward justice, toward mercy, and to shalom, and bringing to an end the very things that destroy us all by redeeming and restoring that which is life-giving and good.  That is the promise of the Gospel at Christmas and at Easter.   That is the hope of the world! 
Imagine, for seven days this child born to Joseph and Mary was nameless.  He could have been anything; he could have been anyone; he could have fulfilled the destiny of any Jewish name.  
But he was named Yeshua—Joshua—Jesus—because he needed to be called by the very name that represented what needed to be transformed most in Israel and in all of human civilization.  He needed to become the warrior that wasn’t.  For that reason, he is the only one who deserves to be called, World Peace, for that is the real and eternal purpose of his name.

On the eighth day, this Child received his name and his calling. That is when the work of the Gospel began.
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