
It is not very often New Year’s Day falls on a Sunday, so it is not very often that

the festival that marks this day is celebrated, at least on a Sunday. The official

name of today in the lectionary is the Naming and Circumcision of Jesus but

the alternative title, the Most Holy Name of Jesus is much richer. Circumcision

we can pass over quite quickly. It was originally a health and safety procedure

for baby boys in desert tribes, to prevent infection in a rather delicate part of

the body. Jews developed the custom of making this operation the first rite of

passage. When the boy was circumcised at 8 days old, he was declared a

member of the tribe. Because the Jews like other ancient tribes were highly

patriarchal, they saw no need for an equivalent ceremony for girls.

Circumcision also became the time for giving the baby boy his name.

So, as we read in the Gospel, Jesus was taken to be circumcised on the 8th Day

after his birth, which is today as we celebrated his birthday on 25th December.

That date is probably better to be regarded as his ‘official birthday,’ the sort of

thing that British monarchs celebrate with their citizens, rather than his actual

birthday, the date of which is unknown. This is not surprising considering that

Christmas was not really celebrated by Christians until the 4th century when

they took over an already existing pagan Roman festival of the sun god which

also marked the beginning of the sun’s return from its furthest point in

midwinter.

There is much more of interest and importance to say about the name given to

Mary’s child than his circumcision. He was given the name Jesus, which would

be Jeshua or Joshua in Hebrew, a common name for Jewish males. But Jesus

has given the name a new significance. The name means ‘God saves.’ Jesus

comes to the world as its Saviour. But to save it from what? Traditionally the

answer to that question has been ‘to save us from our sins.’

The word ‘sin’ does not really work today, or is not properly understood,

especially outside Church circles. You still here talk about couples living in sin,

but that means only one thing to most people. I think God has got a lot more

for us to focus on than fussing about whether people have gone through the

right rituals to enable them to live together. Rather, living in sin involves a

whole host of negative lifestyles, actions, and attitudes. Whenever we do

anything unloving like lying, stealing, excluding people, or doing unkind things

to them, when we complain and resent and cheat, when we have angry,



prejudicial, or judgemental thoughts about others, and when the world is all

about me and what I’ve got, we are then really living in sin; we are showing our

small, false, and less than human self. Jesus came to show us how to live in

such a way that, in our choosing to follow him, our capacity for such negativity

and wrongdoing is considerably reduced and we are motivated to change.

Jesus shows us a better, more whole, and selfless way of living. Every time we

do something with love, with respect and sympathy and compassion, with

caring, with service, we are revealing something of the true self that we were

created to be.  But he is calling us to something even greater than that.

When we come to church, we receive communion. We call it Holy Communion.

One of its prime purposes is to help us realize that we have a divine identity

which calls us to live in communion, with God and with one another. Jesus

came to show us how to live in that union and to save us from our temptation

or tendency to become disconnected, separate, and self-centred. Salvation is

about union, connection, living as our second reading puts it, as sons and

daughters of God. Yes, this is the way to heaven but firstly as a this world

experience. Heaven and hell are not physical places; they are states of being.

They are about either choosing to be in a living relationship with God, the

source of all life and joy, or choosing the path of separation and disunion. We

choose our destiny while we are on this earth.

Jesus came to show us how close God is to us, indeed closer than we are to

ourselves. In Jesus, God was given a face and a heart. God became a person

that we could see with our eyes and touch with our hands, as the first letter of

John expresses it. Jesus comes to show us how to live a fully human and

integrated life, a life in union with God and with the world. This is the good

news of Christmas, and indeed of the whole gospel. It tells us that we are not

like specks of dust or grains of sand. We are sons and daughters of the King.

That is our nature, our identity. But because as human we have been given

freedom of choice, we have to choose to live as children of God, choose to be

part of the divine family. And it is not about being in the ‘right’ tribe or

denomination or going through the ‘correct’ rituals. It is more about living as

Paul urges in the letter to the Colossians:



‘As the chosen of God, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves in heartfelt

compassion, in generosity and humility, gentleness and patience. Forgive one

another just as the Lord has forgiven you. Above all, put on love, the bond of

all perfection.’

Jesus came among us as one of us as God’s invitation to us to ‘come home,’ to

find where we really belong as human beings, to find our true self that is

capable and motivated to share God’s loving and saving work. In spite of all the

troubles and sorrows that are part of the experience of being human, may we

all grasp and hold on to the wonderful message that God is truly with us. It is

left for us to choose whether we are truly with God. May we know or even

rediscover the inner joy and peace that comes from living in union with the

God of Love who wants only the best for us, now and always and in the age to

come.


