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Names can be very important in the biblical text, and we have several very interesting names which appear in our scripture texts today.  It made me think of the names we carry.   Patrick, for example, comes from the Latin root “patricius” and has connotations of nobility.  It is not a bad title, but I have no idea why Nebraska farmers would choose such a name.  “Speck” or “wurst”, on account of my fondness for various cuts of pork, would have made more sense.   I could have been the “Wurst” Preheim, not just the worst Preheim ever.   At least they didn’t name me Shear-Jashub, and that takes us to our biblical text from the seventh chapter of Isaiah.
Isaiah 7:1-4, 10-16
Ahaz was king of Jerusalem and surrounding area.  He was like many of us--  well meaning and yet struggling with trust.  Bad news comes out of the north:  Syria and Israel have been talking and are planning a siege of Jerusalem.  Ahaz’s inclination is to negotiate other alliances, not to inquire a word from the LORD.  So the word of the LORD comes to Isaiah all on its own.  Take your son named Shear-Jashub with you to offer my words to King Ahaz and the people.


Shear-Jashub, a most interesting name, isn’t it?  “Shear-Jashub’s name literally means ‘a remnant shall return’, signifying that Isaiah believed that an invasion would come to carry off the people of Judah, but that God eventually would restore the nation”.
  This poor kid gets schlepped around town with dad, the prophet, to be a living sign of God’s promise to preserve the people come what may.  All you need to do, God says through Isaiah, is trust.  Faith, trust, in me is the only way through this mess (7:7), otherwise you will not survive.  Ahaz, however, would rather trust his own political negotiations rather than trust in God.  This takes us to the next encounter of Isaiah and Ahaz in chapter 7.
The exchange between prophet and king is in fact a confrontation between two contrasting security systems.  The prophet has given an assurance that faith in Yahweh will save, even in a political crisis.  Now, in a defiant challenge to the king, the prophet invites the king to set a test for God, to determine if the prophet does indeed speak God’s truth.
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The king refuses the defiant offer of the prophet (v.12).  The king’s refusal is a gesture of high irony.  Ostensibly, Ahaz’s response is an act of piety, for Israel has long known the command: “Do not put the LORD your God to the test” (Deut. 6:16; Luke 4:12).  The fact, however, is that the king refuses to join a conversation in which the demand of [trust] is established as valid.  If the king demonstrates by “proof” that the prophetic promise is valid, he will be obligated to revise his policy to conform to the assurances of faith.  Thus, what appears to be an act of profound trust on the part of the king is in fact a clever maneuver of evasion.  The king does not want to submit or subject his policies to the claims of [trust], because he prefers to act in his foolish autonomy….

“Therefore” (v.14), because of the king’s resistance, the prophet announces a “sign,” even though the king has not asked for one.  The sign is that a young woman will have a child (v.14).  Her designation as a “young woman” ignores the question of virginity which ahs loomed so large in subsequent interpretation.  All the focus is the oracle is on the anticipated baby whose name is Immanuel, “God is with us”…Because of the baby, public history is not simply a matter of brute power.  Public history is working on a different schedule toward a different purpose…The king is called away from his…power politics to acknowledge the wondrous gifts and promises and threats of Yahweh to be central in the political process”.

And the question this Advent season looms for us as it did for Ahaz, Herod and Pilate:  what would happen if the life of the baby became our first and most important organizing principle in our lives?  God is with us.  Whether we choose to acknowledge said reality contributes to our spiritual wealth or impoverishment.
Matthew 1:18-23 also delves into the world of nameology.    The parents of Jesus bear significant names.  The name Joseph calls to mind stories from Genesis in which Joseph has divine dreams (something this Joseph also has); stories in which he heads off to Egypt (something this Joseph will do as well); stories of his descendant Moses bringing a new instruction down from the mountain to the Hebrews and then leading them through the desert into a Promised Land (something the descendent of this Joseph will also do).   Mary’s name is the Aramaic version of the Hebrew Miriam.  Miriam was the older sister of Moses who “kept watch over her infant brother Moses in the bulrushes and brought her mother to act as nurse after the Egyptian princess found the baby.  In the Exodus, Miriam was known as “the prophetess”  Her [hymn] of praise after the defeat of the Egyptians in the Red Sea is one of the earliest and most famous Hebrew literary pieces…She was held in such high esteem in Israel’s history, that a form of her name, Mary, was given to many Jewish girls.
  And then we have Jesus.

As the birth narrative unfolds is becomes apparent that Matthew is more concerned with the naming of Jesus than his birth. 
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 The genealogy which began Matthew’s gospel contain many names, but
Jesus is not simply one more name like all the rest.  From his very conception, this child is distinctive, unique.  He is more than the accumulated best of his ancestors.  The developing narrative tells how he acts…as the agent of the divine Spirit and how he manifests uniquely the power of God…Joseph, acting the part of the legal father, is directed by the messenger to call the child Jesus, and in case non-Jewish readers miss the significance of the name, the narrator adds an interpretation, “for he will save his people from their sins” (1:21)... This explanation of Jesus’ name serves an important function, particularly in light of the narrative Matthew provides us.  It is Matthew’s Jesus who directs us to turn the other cheek and go the extra mile (5:39-41), to be [gracious]
 as our as the Heavenly [Parent] is [gracious], not to lay up treasures on earth (6:19), to avoid anxiety about basic physical needs and seek the kingdom first (6:125-33).  When reading selections of Matthew’s account in isolation, it is easy to become overwhelmed by the demands of the gospel and wonder whether one’s shortcomings and failures can ever be transcended.  But at the outset, before the demands are made, we are told that the Jesus who makes such demands is the one to “save his people from their sins.”  Wher-ever the name of Jesus appears, there is the assurance of divine forgiveness.
But the text gives the baby another name—Emmanuel, again given a special name by being translated “God is with us.”  It is not so much a name as a title, derived from the citation of Isaiah 7:14.  But it functions in the narrative as an important description of who Jesus is as he engages in his ministry (Matt 17.17; 18:20; 26:29).  Wherever Jesus is, God is there, present with the people of faith.  Of particular significance is the conclusion of the Gospel, where Jesus declares as part of his commission to the disciples, “I am with you always, to the end of the age (28:20).
 
Emmanuel, God with us, is no longer a sign found in the annals of our religious history, according to Matthew.  Jesus is present now, in the future, and always.
Slide 13:  Snap Shots of NPMC
Nutana Park Mennonite Church is the name of this congregation.   If names can be symbols and metaphors, I kind of like the name of our church.  Nutana Park is the neighborhood in which this church building is located, and we are called to serve the residents of the neighborhood.  Elders from the neighborhood, and beyond, come here three times a week to exercise.  An AA group utilizes our space on Tuesday evenings.  The Fiddle Orchestra, a community based musical organization, also is here on Tuesdays rehearsing in the sanctuary.  Alzheimer’s support and Bereavement groups meet here weekly.  We are in this neighborhood for the good of the neighborhood.  But neither are we just a community hall.
 
We are a church.  To be a Church means to have Jesus Christ as the path we on which we trod; he is our way, our truth and our life.  Our focus has been and must remain on Jesus Christ.  In a time when so many are despairing on account of personal or social ills, the church continues to offer an important message.  We are not the source of solace and rehabilitation in this troubled world.  Rather, we worship and follow one who offers these things.  We can not be the saviours of our world--  sure we do our best to nurture the common good, but we can not save the economy or our children or our families or even ourselves.  Jesus, whose name means deliverer in the Hebrew, is the one who delivers us.

Mennonite is a nuanced hew to the name of Christian.  It means that our practice of worship and discipleship is distinct from other Christian denominations.  For some the term “Mennonite” is cultural, almost synonymous with peppernuts, quilts, and passive-aggression.  For me, Mennonite is a philosophy of practicing Christianity.  Mennonites, generally, trust that the Spirit is still speaking and will speak through our collective discernment and good intentions; there is a living Word beyond the written word, Mennonites have historically believed.  And because the Spirit still speaks through you, and you and you, we have a more egalitarian way of approaching leadership; sure pastors are important, but just not that important.   Mennonites have historically taken the non-violent words of Jesus seriously—that we are to try living them interpersonally and internationally.  The only way to make a lasting peace, Mennonites have long held, is through non-violent engagement.  Nutana Park Mennonite Church—not a bad name.
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I started this sermon with considerations of my name.  We all have a name.  What is your name?  What does it mean?  What were the thoughts of your relatives as they named you?  How are we living into the best of our names?  As we carry the name Christian or Mennonite Christian, what does it mean for you?

In Matthew 1 Jesus is named saviour, and he does deliver his people from the shame and grief and pain that we bear.   The mechanisms for his saving presence vary, but Jesus comes again this season to save.  Jesus is named “God with us”, and he promises to be with us until the end of the age.  There is no where we can go physically, or no emotional condition too dark which will keep “God with us” from finding us and abiding with us.  In the dark and cold of winter, these are amazing assurances of which to be reminded.  Amen.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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