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Homily Jan 15, 2012
The Naming Trail




Think for a moment about your own first name. Take a moment right now to say it quietly to yourself, to get the sound of it. Do you know where your name came from? Were you named after someone, I was named after my father’s father – my brother was named after my mother’s father, or did one of your parents pick it out for another reason? Did they just like the sound of it, or is it a name that has a particular meaning? Do you have any nicknames? If you do, how did your nickname get chosen? Do different people like family members or childhood friends call you by different names?  I was baptized John, when I was in the seminary I was called Jack, sometimes I was called Sean, when I first became a priest I was called Fr. Bluett, and at this stage I’m Fr. John and I’m sure I have been called other names too! What do you prefer to be called? 

This is worth thinking about, because names can be very important. Our name is probably the first thing we can truly call our own on this earth, and one of the last things we would ever forget, even if everything else faded away. In some cultures, people’s names can change during their lifetimes. Like many Native Americans, members of the Salish tribe in the Pacific Northwest follow a life-long “Naming Trail”. The name parents give to a baby at birth is replaced with a new name, usually during the teen years. The tribe’s spiritual leader announces the new name at a special ceremony. The name comes from a gift or a strength or an accomplishment the young person has shown, like Singing Lark, or Running Deer. Later, as an adult, another name might be added. This time the name would come from a special role in life or a goal for the person to live up to, like Tree-of-Wisdom or Hand-That-Heals. 
I started thinking about names as I read today’s scriptures, beginning with the story of Samuel. Thirteen years earlier, his mother Hannah had prayed for a child. When her prayer was answered she named the baby “Samuel”, which is Hebrew for “God listens.” In thanksgiving, she sent her only child to serve the priest Eli in the sanctuary at Shiloh.  This is where the twelve-year-old Samuel was when he woke up from a deep sleep to hear a voice calling his name. So like all 12-yer olds he immediately jumped out of bed to respond to the call, right? Of course, the boy didn’t know at first that it was God who was calling him, but he told Eli twice that he’d heard a voice saying “Samuel, Samuel.” The old priest realized it was the Lord who was calling the boy by name. He told Samuel that the next time he should answer, “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.” 

That reply is very interesting. By asking the boy to identify himself as God’s listening servant, in a way Eli was giving Samuel a new name- ‘Listening Servant’. Hannah’s prayer, had been answered, so she’d named her baby Samuel, or “God listens.” And now the child who was born after that prayer would listen in turn to God’s voice. Samuel as we know would grow up to be a powerful prophet. He would also locate and anoint the first two kings of the Kingdom of Israel, Saul and David. In the end, Samuel would live up to his new name and be one of God’s great ‘listening servants,’ and thousands of years later we still remember his name.

Names are also important in today’s gospel reading. It begins as John the Baptist watches Jesus walk by. John’s mother Elizabeth and Jesus’s mother Mary were close relatives, and both women had their sons around the same time, so John certainly knew Jesus by his proper name. But when he points Jesus out to the others who are standing with him, John gives him a new name: “Behold, the Lamb of God.” The name ‘Jesus’ already carried a meaning in Hebrew. ‘Jesus’ can be translated as “God saves.” But John is adding something new by calling him “the Lamb of God”. John is speaking a truth revealed to him by God. The title brings up images of innocence and peace, as well as a memory of the Passover, when the Jewish people were protected from destruction by marking their doorways with the blood of sacrificed lambs. Although the phrase “Lamb of God” is very familiar to us today, no one had ever been called by this name before. The Gospel of John is the only place in the Bible where we find it. Our faith tells us that in the end, Jesus lived up to this new name by offering himself as an innocent sacrifice for all the people of the world. 

Later in this same passage, when Jesus meets Simon for the first time, he says: “’You are Simon the son of John.” Jesus is calling Simon by name to be his follower. But there is more. Jesus goes on to say, “You will be called Cephas’ — which is translated Peter.”  Cephas is the Aramaic word for “rock,” and “Peter” comes from the Greek word for the same thing.  Simon’s brother Andrew and the other friend who were there must have wondered about this. No one had ever heard of using that word as a name before. Besides, they knew Simon as a rash and impulsive fellow-fisherman, quick to speak and to act without thinking. But somehow Jesus was able to look at the same man and see a rock, solid and steady and dependable. Even though Peter would later jump out of the boat and then sink like an anchor, even though he would try to talk Jesus into giving up his mission when the going got tough, even though he would run away and deny Jesus three times, still Jesus saw something solid and steady in him. And even though it took a long time, in the end Peter lived up to his new name. 

Earlier I asked you to think of your own first name, and to say it quietly to yourself. I wanted all of us to experience the sound of own names here in this holy place, because it isn’t just Samuel and Peter and other heroes from the Bible who are called by name by the voice of the Lord. God calls every one of us. Every single one of us is called by name. Every one of us comes into this faith or your own faith through the waters of baptism, where we are individually called, and each of our names is spoken aloud as a member of God’s own family. 

Surely we can’t believe that once the baptism is over, God would ever forget a single one of the names of his children. On the contrary, the Prophet Isaiah assures us that God has carved our names on the palm of his hand. How wonderful! Maybe scary too! Not just here in church but wherever we go, our caring God is calling to us, offering us guidance and help, encouraging us to work together to make this world a better place. Samuel heard God’s voice in the night. Most of us will never hear a voice from heaven, but many people have experienced moments of fresh awareness, just last weekend a lady in a wheelchair who husband had died sat with her caregiver (I was told) I chatted with them only to find it was her neighbor who saw the ad on t.v. that said “Catholics can always come home” and she told me she thought it was time for her or like an unexplained inspiration to do something good or say something helpful to someone. Yes at times we hear God’s call through the voice of another person in our lives, when a relative or a friend or a stranger says something that moves us to act. God can also speak to us through the events in our lives, when what we see or hear or read seems to demand a response from us. 

And throughout our lives, God continues to call to us like any loving parent even if we fall or fail at times. But like children of every age, from four-year-olds to teens, even to sixty-year-olds with eighty-year-old mothers, sometimes we suffer from “selective hearing”. Sometimes cellphones and texting and twitter and facebook take up so much space in our lives that they block out everything else – forget to listen. And sometimes our own confusion or fear or pain leads us to shut down and shut out the loving voice of the Lord. 

When this happens, it’s good to remember that God is patient with us. When any individual doesn’t answer the call, God keeps calling. Amazing thing is: God never, ever gives up on any one of us. Remember, God wants each one of us to become the best possible version of ourselves we can be. As writer George Eliot said, “It’s never too late to be what you might have been.”

So what is God calling you to be or do at this moment in your life? When the Lord calls your name, can you think of any additional new names that God would choose for you like he chose for Jesus, Lamb of God? If you were a Native American on a lifelong “Naming Trail”, what gifts or qualities have you shown that could be added to your name? Maybe you are Kathy, Kind-and-Generous. Maybe you are Michael, Seeker-of-Truth. Maybe you are Kim, Courageous-Speaker. Or Jack, Dependable-Friend. These are qualities we already see in ourselves. 

But God may also be calling you to show amazing gifts and talents you don’t even know about yet, like when Jesus called impetuous Simon “the Rock.” Maybe this world needs something that only you can offer, and that need will never be met unless you listen carefully for God’s voice calling you by a new name. Maybe there are children who will go to bed hungry unless you hear God whispering, “Kristi, Feeder-of-My-Sheep, and a previously disorganized person will end up being part of a coalition to care for homeless children. Maybe there are kids who will always dread going to school every day because everyone ignores them or makes fun of them unless you hear God calling you Pat, Friendly-to-All, and a care-free young person will be led to a lifetime of making a difference for struggling fellow students. 

Let me close with something from Jesuit Fr. John Powell, who wrote Why Am I Afraid To Tell You Who I Am: This meant a lot to me when I was a young priest, and his words are just as true today as they were when they were written. He says,

“You have a unique message to deliver; a unique song to sing, a unique act of love to bestow.  This message, this song, and this act of love have been entrusted exclusively to the one and only you.”  
God is calling to each of us today with our own message, our own song,  our own act of love, all desperately needed in the world today. The answer is up to us. My prayer is that every one of us will respond with Samuel: “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listenig.”


