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Numbers 6:22-26, Psalm 8, Galatians 4:4-7, Luke 2:15-21 
 

If you were here for one of the Christmas Eve services, you might be puzzled by today’s 
gospel. If it seems as though you just heard Luke’s birth narrative, you did! Because 
January 1 falls on a Sunday this year, this morning’s readings come from those 
appointed for the January 1 Feast of the Holy Name. I think this won’t happen again 
until 2034—and am hoping someone might verify that—so it is a rare opportunity that I 
didn’t want us to miss. The Feast of Holy Name has been celebrated for at least 500 
years and comes eight days after Christmas, because the Jewish rite of circumcision 
and naming occurs on the eighth day of life.  
 

If we were moving forward with the story as we normally do, Joseph would have been 
warned in a dream to take the family to Egypt to escape Herod’s wrath and order to kill 
all of the young children. (Matthew 2). Herod’s response is important to note, because 
his actions are so common: one possible and very real response to Love is a doubling-
down on control or anger or violence. Christmas is not a season for those who want to 
escape or ignore the realities of the world.  
 

That isn’t today’s story, though. Today’s story keeps our attention on Jesus’ birth and 
those who gazed upon the face of the child in those first days. Take a moment to re-
read and re-hear. The shepherds traveled as fast as they could to see if what the angel 
had proclaimed was true, and then responded with wonder and praise. Mary treasured 
every moment. All were amazed at who they saw. It is only once the shepherds, Mary, 
and Joseph and others have spent time in the presence of God, in profound gratitude 
and praise and wonder that that baby’s name is confirmed as Jesus on the 8th day. The 
baby was given that name well in advance. But perhaps Jesus’ name was affirmed and 
confirmed only after Mary and Joseph had spent those first eight days in the baby’s 
presence. Jesus’s name—the one who saves, who liberates, who heals, who delivers— 
became the best description of what they had already experienced.  
 

They didn’t know what was ahead of them; we are just told of the moment they met the 
child and their responses: amazement, praise, and wonder. As we stand (sit) at the 
beginning of 2023, we are in an oddly similar place. We don’t know what awaits us in 
2023. I have a couple of personal resolutions, and we’ll see whether or not they unfold. 
You might have one or two, as well. Even if you are averse to setting New Year’s goals, 
you might have one or two hopes on your mind. As a faith community, as well, we are 
looking ahead to all that awaits us this year. This morning, we are not asked to look 
ahead, though, but rather to stop, hastily, all we are doing, to look for the face of God. 
To treasure, ponder and share with one another all that we have seen. To say that God 
is here with us is to affirm that we, too, see the face of God. Perhaps that is how we are 
meant to enter not just today, but each day, or even each moment. Expectant for the 
face of God.  
 



Joan Chittister describes how, when she was a young Benedictine sister, she struggled 
with feeling there was any point to prayer. And then she read Jean-Pierre de 
Caussade’s Abandonment to Divine Providence. She says it shifted her focus to the 
“sacrament of the present moment, the notion that what is now is where God is.” She 
says that shift changed everything. Awareness of God’s presence became her greatest 
value. She describes everyone as a potential contemplative - and says it is as simple as 
giving “yourself over to it.” The “it” being that awareness of God’s abiding presence and 
love—in, around, and within all—and learning to see life through the eyes of God. She 
says, “I don’t mean [I] find no value in other things—for example in a career, or money, 
or achievement,” however, awareness of God’s presence remains the greatest value. 
(See In the Heart of the Temple: My Spiritual Vision for Today’s World, Chapter on 
Contemplation) This stopping to gaze and ponder and treasure is exactly what Chittister 
is describing. What the shepherds, Mary and Joseph did, and what we are invited to do 
this morning.  
 

Just since the first Sunday of Advent, here are some of the Holy Names for Jesus that 
have come up: Root of Jesse; the Shoot of Jesse; Jesus Christ; the One who rises; the 
One who made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them; the One who keeps 
faith; the One who executes justice for the oppressed. The One who gives food to the 
hungry; The Lord who sets the prisoners free, who opens the eyes of the blind, who lifts 
up those who are bowed, down, who loves the righteous, who watches over the 
strangers; who upholds the orphan and the widow; Savior; Lord; Mighty One; Grace of 
God; Son of Man; Son of God; Son; Child; Wonderful Counselor, Everlasting One, 
Prince of Peace; the Word; the Word made flesh; the Life; the Light. These are just a 
few of the Holy Names for Jesus.  
 

Perhaps it is in these actions of gazing and treasuring—which don’t seem very grand, 
but are so central to becoming aware of God and experiencing the amazement at just 
how present God is all the time—that the fullness of Jesus’s name is revealed. All of 
God’s ways are contained in this Holy Name. With all of the knowns and unknowns that 
await us in 2023, I can hardly wait to see how we will experience and be amazed and 
healed and saved and delivered by the Holy One, known by many names, in this new 
year. With all of the knowns and unknowns that await us in 2023, I can also hardly wait 
to see how we will participate in the healing, saving, delivering work of the Holy One, 
known by many names, in this new year. May this New Year, 2023, be happy and so 
much more.  
 
 


