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While the stories of Jesus’ infancy and early life are few in comparison to those of his adulthood,  

the first two chapters of each of the gospels of Matthew and Luke give us glimpses into what the 

holy family faced during the early weeks, months, and years of our savior’s life.  

 

Matthew paints a tumultuous, even frightening picture of this early period. Joseph, having been 

reassured by God’s angel that Mary’s pregnancy was in fact of divine origin, marries her and,  

in due course, names the baby Jesus as the angel had instructed. It is Matthew who gives us the 

story of the wise men, the magi (: exotic, gentile strangers from eastern lands who arrived 

bearing gifts of both monetary worth and prophetic symbolism. And if you thought the angel of 

the Lord was busy in Luke, he seemed to be working overtime in Matthew, appearing in dreams 

to warn the magi of King Herod’s plans to use them to locate the infant, then to warn Joseph to 

flee to Egypt with his family to escape Herod’s deadly wrath, and finally to inform the carpenter 

that while it was safe to leave Egypt, finding a home in Galilee was a much safer bet than in 

Judea. Into the midst of that narrative Matthew drops the chilling and very troubling story of the 

slaughter of the Holy Innocents: all the baby boys in and around Bethlehem are put to death by 

King Herod in a jealous rage. His unsuccessful attempt to eliminate a rival king of the Jews is an 

occurrence that the Church observes on December 28 (which was this past Wednesday). In 

Matthew’s early chapters, Jesus and his parents are refugees, forced to depend only on God and 

the proverbial “kindness of strangers”, fleeing for their lives into foreign territory and even when 

exile is over, unable to return to their original home. 

 

Luke, on the other hand, depicts a calmer, more settled early life for Jesus. After the visit by the 

shepherds, and the naming that Luke describes in our reading this morning, the author of the 

third gospel tells us about Jesus’ presentation, or dedication to the Lord, in the Jerusalem temple  

(both the naming rite and the dedication being requirements of the Mosaic Law). In the temple, 

the family encountered the prophets Simeon and Anna, and Mary and Joseph sacrificed a pair of 

turtledoves because they were too poor to afford the requisite lamb. We can assume that the holy 

family had settled in a home in Nazareth, and as Jesus grew in years he also grew in wisdom, 

Luke tells us; God’s favor was on him. And then finally Luke gives us the story of the twelve-

year-old Jesus who stayed (or was accidently left) in the Temple after the Passover celebration,  

amazing and impressing the rabbis and confounding his worried parents before once again 

returning home, obediently, and growing up as a good, practicing young Jewish man.  

 

In fact, it is this whole idea of “practicing” a faith tradition that makes the story of Jesus’ 

circumcision and naming both powerful and ordinary. It was a conventional, routine event;  

as previously mentioned, the Law of Moses required it of every male Jewish baby as a sign of 

God’s covenant with the people of Israel. These were parents who kept the Law, and to whom 

such rituals were crucial, as individuals and as members of a community. That would have been 

true even if their son were – well, ordinary! 

 

But of course, this baby isn’t ordinary. Both Matthew’s and Luke’s gospels make it clear that the 

child Mary has borne is of the Holy Spirit, that he is the Son of God, and will be named “Jesus” 

because God’s angel has said so. Jesus is the Latin/Greek is a version of the Hebrew name 



“Yeshua” or “Joshua”, which means “to rescue” or “to deliver”. Of course, there have been many 

Joshuas through the ages, including Moses’ successor for whom the 6th book of the Hebrew 

scriptures is named. And there have been many Jesuses as well. The first name of Barabbas, the 

criminal released by Pontius Pilate, was Jesus. The full name of the book of Ecclesiasticus in the 

Apocrypha is “The Wisdom of Jesus Son of Sirach”. The Son of God, then, has not been given a 

unique name, but a rather common one. So, why is this feast day, “The Holy Name of Our Lord 

Jesus Christ”, on the church calendar? What’s the big deal? 

 

Maybe the “big deal” lies in that very commonness. The third stanza of Hymn 528 begins “Lord, 

you make the common holy….”1 That’s what God has done with our human flesh and blood and 

bone in the incarnation. That’s what we do every time we celebrate Eucharist, when we ask the 

Holy Spirit to make bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ. That’s how the primal 

element of water becomes the instrument by which individuals become united to Christ in 

baptism and members of his Body the Church. And when we invite people to come forward on 

third Sundays for the rite of anointing – with blessed though very ordinary olive oil! - and 

healing prayers, we are reminded that “the only name under heaven given for health and 

salvation is the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Oil, water, bread, wine, the human body - God 

didn’t have to create anything new or fancy to make good his plan of redemption and salvation;  

he used what had always been part of the original creation, the “genesis” of all we are and all we 

have. And this is what God has done with this name that was and is fairly common: to remind us 

that God’s past, present, and future promise of salvation – our deliverance and rescue from the 

mess that we human beings have made of things – is completely fulfilled in this helpless, tiny, 

eight-day-old boy. And that, of course, is anything but ordinary, anything but common;  

it’s a powerful reminder of God’s ongoing love. 

 

And that is certainly something to remember as we stand at the beginning of a new calendar year,  

a year that I expect we face with some combination of hope, optimism, anxiety, relief, 

anticipation, fear – all those very human responses to whatever may lie ahead for us and for our 

world – but we also face those things with faith. We who claim the name of Jesus and who 

follow him, we also face those unknowns with faith – faith in the One who named his Son as our 

Savior and who names us as his children, and makes us heirs of his promise of salvation. 
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