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A Touch of the Divine: To Be Named by God

Isaiah 62:1-5

Have you ever hoped for something so much that the expectations you developed almost assured that you’d be disappointed?


Maybe it was when you were a kid, and you saved up cereal box tops for a decoder ring that turned out to be a cheap piece of plastic. Or, in my case, you sent off for those sea monkeys that looked so amazing in the back of the magazine.


Sometimes I see these unrealistic expectations in the guise of hope as I work with couples preparing for marriage. Or when someone is confident that a new job or a new setting or a new something will make his or her life everything for which they’ve been hoping.


The people to whom the poetic prophecy we heard from Isaiah was originally directed understood disappointment. In fact, by the time they received this message they understood disappointment in ways that might be hard for us to imagine.


A portion of the people of Israel had endured captivity in Babylon. During that period, they experienced the disappointment of being defeated and humiliated by other nations. Even worse was the disappointment of feeling abandoned by Yahweh.

But a glimmer of hope shone through the words we have recorded in the second section of Isaiah. Words that promised that Yahweh would never desert the people of Israel. Words that offered hope that Yahweh would restore the people and lead them back to the land that had been promised to them. 


But more disappointment seemed to lie ahead for this people. Perhaps they’d begun to remember “home” in an idealized way—as a land populated by a powerful nation with a distinguished royal family, an imposing army, a magnificent temple, a remarkable reputation. Or perhaps they’d become comfortable in exile—where life really wasn’t all that bad and they could earned a living, raise a family, go about their day-to-day activities. Perhaps they just hadn’t faced up to the realities of returning to a place that had been ravaged by war—with a city nearly destroyed, the land left barren, and a national pride in ruins.

Whatever the reason, going home didn’t live up to the hope they’d had. Those who returned to Jerusalem couldn’t agree on the shape their life together should take. Should they close themselves off to outsiders or open themselves to whoever might wish to join them? How should they work toward a peaceful and just future?

There also was deep disappointment that life was still so hard. What happened to the promise that Yahweh not only would bring them home but also would fulfill the covenant made with them? Had they been forgotten or abandoned again?

It’s to this people mired in disappointment that Yahweh sends another message of hope. It’s a hope that will shine so brightly and beautifully that other nations will see and recognize it. It’s a hope that will bind the people to Yahweh and reflect a divine delight.

As a symbol of this hope, Yahweh offers the people and their land new names. No more will the people be called “forsaken” and their land called “desolate.” Instead, the people’s name will tell all that Yahweh’s delight is in them, and the name of their land will reflect the fruitfulness it will produce.


The Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann points out that a “change of name signals a new identity, a new relation, a new chance for life in the world.” And it’s the hope of such a change that Yahweh offers to the people of Israel.

Names were important in the Hebrew culture of that day. And, if we think about it, they remain important today.

One of the places we can most powerfully see the importance of names is the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington, D.C. One of the criteria set by the group that formed to establish this memorial was that—whatever design ultimately emerged—it must contain the names of all who died or remain missing from that war.


Maya Linn conceived her design for the memorial as creating “a park within a park”—a quiet protected place unto itself that also would be harmonious with its larger site. She designed walls that would point to the Washington Monument and the Lincoln Memorial. She chose polished black granite for the walls so that they would reflect the surrounding trees, lawns, monuments, and people looking for names. The 58,191 names would be inscribed in chronological order of the date of the casualty to show the war as a series of individual human sacrifices and to give each name a special place in history.

“The names,” Lin said, “would become the memorial.”


Since the memorial’s completion in 1982, people have visited it daily—reading, touching, and remembering the names of the men and women listed there. The memorial serves as a powerful reminder of the importance of names and all they represent.

I recently read an essay by a middle-school student from California who visited the memorial as part of a school trip. Here’s a portion of her essay:

“I never really imagined that a name could have so much meaning. Walking along the Vietnam Veterans Memorial I was faced with thousands of names belonging to thousands of people who had each given their lives for our country. I stood there, surrounded by spectators, all quiet in respect and honor, but the personal meaning didn’t reach any deeper than the engraved letters on the wall. . . .


“Soon I began to become tired of the repetitive carvings in stone. Row after row, it became harder and harder for me to imagine that each identity listed had a true character and personality. I began to walk on the less crowded side of the path that was farther away from the wall. After snapping a few pictures with my disposable camera, I thought I had experienced the essence of the memorial.


“Then I saw something that made my heart fall silent and my feet freeze in their place. There, standing in front of Section 34 on the right half of the wall, was a woman. Her royal blue outfit and white gloves . . . [made] her stand out from the crowd as it rushed past her. It was as if she were in a completely different world, surrounded by nothing except her thoughts. I watched as she reached her gentle hand up and lightly touched the wall in front of her. Slowly, she traced her fingers over [a] name. . . . Closing her eyes, she took a breath, and I could see her imagine him standing there in front of her. She didn’t move, as if afraid to lose her husband all over again. . . .


“Then, as if she had suddenly awoken from her dream, a tear quickly ran down her cheek. She opened her eyes and looked at the name of the one who had meant more than anything else in the world to her. She began to cry as she leaned her head against the wall. ‘I love you,’ she said. ‘I will always love you.’

With that she stood up and wiped her eyes. . . . and then she touched her husband’s name one last time. . . . after standing in peace for a minute, she reached into her purse and pulled something out. She placed it on the ground, glanced at the wall once more, and slowly turned and walked away.


“I moved closer towards [the] name. Beneath me I saw a white rose with a maroon red bow tied around it. Next to it lay a white card with calligraphy writing. I leaned over to read what had been written: ‘In honor of the best husband, chef, and friend I have ever met: I love you.’

“I smiled as a tear rolled down the side of my face. I never guessed that a complete stranger could have such an effect on me. . . . I discovered that some people are cherished so much in life and death that the sight of their name can cause great emotion in those they have touched.”

Names have the power to remind us of who we or others are or have been. But sometimes it’s the taking on of a new name—such as God offered the people of Israel—that provides us with both power and promise.


The significance of a new name is one of the themes in Toni Morrison’s book Beloved.

An example involves a slave named Jenny Whitlow. Actually Jenny isn’t sure of her name until her son earns her freedom. As she says, she would answer to “anything.” And the name “Jenny Whitlow” said more about her owner than it did about her own identity.


After Jenny becomes free, she realizes that she has no real name, no real sense of herself. And so she adopts a new name, Baby Suggs. Through this new name she discovers a connection to her husband and to her own strength, along with the freedom to love and participate fully in life.


The power of a name to signify not only who we’ve been or who we are but also who we might become. Names also have the power to connect us to other people.


One of the things I loved about the congregation I served in Louisville was our 9:00 a.m. worship service. Each Sunday during that service people would come forward to receive communion. As they tore off a piece of bread that they then would dip into the chalice, I had the opportunity to say each person’s name. Often it was as simple as “May the peace of Christ be with you, Eric” . . . or “Elaine” . . . or “Larry” . . . or “Lanna.”


Saying someone’s name during that moment made me feel connected to that person in a special and significant way. And then having someone say my name when it was my turn to share the bread and cup connected me to that person.


Since we’re still in January, I would like to proposed a New Year’s resolution for our congregation. I hope you’ll be willing to join in resolving to learn the name of everyone within our church family.


In a congregation the size of ours, we often assume that everyone knows everyone else’s name. But that’s often not quite true. We may recognize someone’s face, but we either don’t remember or never knew that person’s name.


And so here’s my resolution: If you don’t know someone’s name, ask. And don’t worry about whether the person is new to our congregation or has been here for fifty years.

Fred Clarke was a master at this. He would say something like, “Hi, I’m Fred. You’ve probably told me your name before, but tell me again. And this time, I’ll try my best to remember.”


And here’s the other part of my resolution. If someone asks your name, don’t be offended. Even if you’ve introduced yourself to that person more than once. Accept their asking your name as a sign that they want to develop a connection with you. And if they don’t remember—even if they try their best—tell them your name again . . . and again . . . and again.


As we learn each others’ names and form new connections with one another, may we also share a sense of hope about our congregation and the community of faith that we have been, that we are, and that we might become. Amen.
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