
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sermon  

‘I have called you by name’ 

Advent 3 – Sunday 13th December 2020 

Isaiah 61 vv1-4, 8-11; John 1vv6-8, 19-28. 

Ivor Moody. 
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The Advent and Christmas stories are ones which are full of names. Gabriel identifies 

himself both to Zechariah the father of John, and to the Virgin Mary. ‘And it was in the sixth 

month the angel Gabriel came to a town in Nazareth called Galilee to a virgin betrothed to a man 

named Joseph who was of the House and lineage of David, and the virgin’s name was Mary’. I have 

always marvelled at how specific that is. The unknowable, unimaginable God pouring himself 

down and into exact moments in human life and history, to the point where human names 

are his primary focus for the miracle which is the Incarnation. 

In our Gospel today we don’t have the graphic story told us by Luke of how the 

forthcoming birth of the boy announced by the angel to Zechariah and Elizabeth would be 

confirmed by his name of John. A remarkable piece of scripture in itself, because it would 

have represented something new, a break from the centuries old Jewish/Priestly tradition 

where names were passed down in families forming a cultic as well as a genealogical 

tradition. But the beginning of our Gospel today is equally as unequivocal and goes out of its 

way to establish with us who this man was: ‘There was a man sent from God, whose name 

was John’. 

It is precisely at that most intimate point- that most hallowed ground- that most private and 

personal centre of our being- our names- which define us and to whom we belong and what 

we represent where God intervenes, invades, captures and inhabits, not to enshrine the 

past but to effect change and renewal in the world, and it is one of the most important and 

revealing characteristics which pervades the whole of scripture. Abram becomes Abraham 

the father of many nations, required to leave his country and his kinsfolk and go to a strange 

land which the Lord would show him. The servant of God who must be convinced that he is 

the one desired enough and capable enough to go to Pharoah and demand ‘Let my people 

go!’ begins his training by being called by name from the burning bush: ‘Moses! Moses!’ 

Jeremiah’s difficult task of pronouncing God’s judgement on the people he loves finds its 

reason and its cause in the assurance that before Jeremiah was formed in the womb, he was 

known by God and had been appointed for the task. And in our first reading today, God’s 

anointing spirit which will enable Isaiah to proclaim Good News to the poor finds its origins 

in the fact that Isaiah having been touched by the awesome presence of God is empowered 

to say to God, ‘Here am I. Send me’. Peter becomes Cephas, the ‘rock’ who betrayed his 

master, but upon whom Christ would build his church; Saul becomes Paul and so all the 

righteous, industrious energy used to persecute Christianity is turned on its head to make 

Saul become Paul, Christianity’s most righteous, industrious champion; and so it goes on. 

You might not think that your name is important to your faith. Your name might be 

significant to you because of its relationship with your past, with your ancestors, with how 

your name fits into your family and with that name that you came into the church. Its 

something that you bring, that you take for granted, that is part of the package that is you. 

But because your name is your identity, the thing by which and through which others know 

you and relate to you and define you, then we shouldn’t be surprised that it is our name 

that features so highly in God’s technique of changing the world; that God needs nothing 



Page 3 of 3 
 

less than the name given to us at birth to seal and enshrine our identity, in order to call us 

into a new and dynamic relationship with him. 

When I was parish priest of Tilbury Docks with over sixty baptisms a year, it was often very 

hard to disavow people of the very strong impression they had that baptism was some kind 

of naming ceremony. In fact I think the church still suffers from this kind of superstitious 

overhang from the past. The reality is that when the name is spoken as water is poured 

over the head, it is not an identity that is given. That has already happened; but it is an 

identity brought to this moment of ritualistic and spiritual transition, that is passed on, 

handed on, and given back to God. ‘His name is John’ is not just an affirmation to the 

community by Zechariah his father that this is the name by which he will be known. It is a 

message to God that ‘His name is John’, and an invitation to use that name, that identity, to 

do something else good and significant for the world. That’s why God knows all of us by 

name, and it explains why every hair on our heads is counted. 

It is significant that both for John and for Jesus it was at the Jewish rite of dedication and 

circumcision after the children are eight days old, in the cultic, ritualistic environment of the 

Temple, where the transition is made between identity and purpose, between being named 

and being called, where we learn the true significance of these names- these children’s 

identities for the purposes of God. In John’s ceremony the fearful bystanders ask ‘What 

then will this child become?’ For Mary and Joseph the angel’s message that Mary is to bear a 

son whose name will be Jesus is given its full significance by Simeon who says ‘This child is 

destined for the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed, so that 

the inner thoughts of many will be revealed; and a sword will pierce your own soul too’. 

So we need to treasure our names because as a result of our baptism they are far more 

than labels which define us and mark us out. They are now devices by which we may hear 

God calling us in the night; they are gifts to God which may allow him to use us to make 

good and positive changes to the world, no matter how small; and above all they are our 

Christian identities by which we will enter the Kingdom of God. 

‘Now the Lord came and stood there, calling as before, “Samuel! Samuel!”’ And Samuel said 

‘Speak, for your servant is listening’.  

 


