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The Holy Name of Our Lord Jesus Christ, January 1, 2017 
Solemn Mass 
By the Reverend James Ross Smith 
Exodus 34:1–8; Psalm 8; Romans 1:1–7; Luke 2:15–21 

 
One of the pleasures of reading a love poem is to 
watch the poet try, joyously and exuberantly, to 
describe the beloved. Of Juliet, Shakespeare has 
Romeo say, “She doth teach the torches to burn bright 
. . . Beauty too rich for use, for earth too dear” [I, 5, 
44, 47]. This is not exaggeration so much as it is an 
insistence that, when it comes to Juliet, it is impossible 
to exaggerate. Juliet returns the compliment later in 
the play when she describes Romeo as “the god of her 
idolatry” [II, 2, 114]. To Juliet, Romeo is, literally, 
adorable, worthy of worship, something, it has been 
suggested, that borders on the blasphemous.i And so it 
goes: in order to praise the beloved, the poet often 
uses language that is carefully and deliberately 
excessive. 
 
We see something similar at work in the psalms. The 
writers who composed those Hebrew songs and 
poems struggle to find language worthy of God, a 
struggle that is doomed to fail, since the one who 
created all things, including language, is, in the end, 
beyond all describing. Still, they struggle. Sometimes 
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they use adjectives: the Lord is “mighty,” “great,” 
“holy,” “righteous,” and “gracious.” For instance, 
from Psalm 145, “The Lord is gracious and full of 
compassion, slow to anger and of great kindness” 
[145:8]. Sometimes, of course, adjectives are 
insufficient, and then the psalmist turns to metaphor. 
The Lord is “sun and shield.” The Lord is “strength,” 
“rock,” “fortress,” “refuge,” “horn of salvation,” and 
“stronghold.” Sometimes the psalmist surrenders and 
admits that the Lord’s goodness is beyond words and 
beyond all measuring. From Psalm 139: “How deep I 
find your thoughts, O God! How great is the sum of 
them! If I were to count them, they would be more in 
number than the sand; to count them all, my life span 
would need to be like yours” [139:16–17]. 
 
All this, of course, is the exuberant language of praise. 
What it shares with much love poetry is the writer’s 
insistence that in this case excess is justified and 
exaggeration is no exaggeration at all: Look, see, Juliet 
really is more beautiful than any other woman. Listen 
to me, the Lord is more holy, wiser, more 
compassionate than any human could ever possibly be. 
This logic of justified and justifiable exaggeration is 
continually pushed to the limit by the biblical writers. 
For instance, in the New Testament, in the First Letter 
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of John, God is not just loving, God is love itself [4:8]. 
All of this language is meant to make us sit up and 
take notice—to pay attention, to focus, to really try to 
imagine God as God is: real, specific, unique, and 
personal. In Psalm 73, at the end of a long meditation 
on the world’s evils and God’s mysterious silence in 
the face of those evils, the poet finally surrenders, and 
says, “Lord, whom have I in heaven but you? And 
there is nothing on earth that I desire other than you” 
[73:25]. 
 
One of the ways that the biblical writers talk about 
God’s unique goodness and beauty is to talk about 
God’s name. Moody Smith in his commentary on the 
Gospel of John says, “Those who receive Jesus are 
those who believe in his name. This use of name [to 
signify] the reality of [a] person or of God is [very] 
common in the Old Testament.”ii He’s right. For 
instance in Psalm 8, which we just sang, the poet 
begins and ends the psalm with exactly the same 
words, “O Lord our Governor, how exalted is your 
name in all the world!” [vss. 1, 9]. In between those 
book-end verses is a song that praises God for the 
creation and for God’s amazing generosity to 
humankind.  Here, praising the name of the Lord is a 
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way of saying, “You, Lord, you and nobody else, you 
did all this. You created the world and all that is in it.” 
 
This is something that perhaps distinguishes the 
biblical writers from the love poets. Romeo and Juliet 
praise each other for their good qualities, for example, 
for their beauty. They are dazzled and smitten, because 
of what they see, almost at first sight. But, in the Bible, 
God is praised not only because God is beautiful, 
trustworthy, merciful, and compassionate—all of 
which, and much more, God is—but because of what 
God does. The biblical authors use verbs when they 
talk about God: God creates, calls, vindicates, protects, 
forgives, and saves.  God saves. 
 
In today’s gospel, we hear that Jesus’ name is not 
random. It is God-given. It is foreordained.  Gabriel 
tells Mary Jesus’ name even before Jesus’ conception 
[Luke 1:31]. And this is the name that he is given eight 
days after his birth [Luke 2:21]. And, as Saint Matthew 
reminds us, the beauty of this name is that it tells us 
not just who Jesus is. It also tells us what he does: 
“[Mary] will bear a son, and you shall call his name 
Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins” 
[Matthew 1:21]. 
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For Christians, this truly is the beauty of Jesus’ name. 
It tells us that Jesus is lovely because he loves us. His 
name tells us that we have become God’s children, 
because it tells us what Jesus has done for us and what 
he does for us still. Jesus’ name is beautiful, but it is 
also powerful. This was true in the first century and it 
is true today. In Saint Luke’s gospel, one of the men 
crucified with Jesus berates him, but he doesn’t 
address him by name [Luke 23:39]. But, as he suffers 
on his cross, that other man crucified with Jesus says 
this, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your 
kingdom.” This dying and repentant man doesn’t 
address Jesus as rabbi or Lord. He says Jesus. He calls 
him Jesus.  
 
In the Christian East, for centuries, our Orthodox 
brothers and sisters have used the prayer of the heart, 
the Jesus prayer, “Lord Jesus Christ, son of God, have 
mercy on me, a sinner.” If you go to iTunes or Spotify 
and listen to Christian rock or country music it won’t 
be long before you hear something similar, even 
though it’s written in a very different cultural and 
musical key—“If you've got pain, He’s a pain taker. If 
you feel lost, He’s a way maker. If you need freedom 
or saving, He’s a prison-shaking Savior. If you've got 
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chains, He’s a chain breaker.”iii The “He,” in this 
country-western song is, of course, Jesus. 
 
What does all this petition and praise have in 
common? When we speak Jesus’ name from the heart, 
we are saying, despite our doubts, and despite much 
evidence to the contrary, that we have a future. In 
Jesus Christ, our Savior, we have a future.iv 
 
On this Holy Name Day, on this New Year’s Day, as 
we think about new beginnings, as we try to believe, to 
hope, and to love in the face of much uncertainty and 
many unknowns, perhaps we could, each one of us, 
find a way to pray our own prayer of the heart, turning 
to the one who loves, forgives, and saves us, to the  
one who turns our lives around and gives us hope, to 
the one who gives us a future: to the one whose name 
is Jesus.  
 

 In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 

i See, e.g., Groves, Beatrice, Texts and Traditions: Religion in Shakespeare 1592–1604. 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2007), 69. 
ii Smith, D. Moody, John. Abingdon New Testament Commentaries. (Nashville, TN: 
Abingdon Press, 1999), 49. 
iii Zach Williams, “Chain Breaker,” 2016 
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iv This has been asserted by more than one theologian. I read just such an assertion in 
2016, but have lost the citation. 
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