A sermon by Canon Maggie Guite
BCP Circumcision of Christ  Jan 1st 2012

(Same gospel reading for 2 of Christmas)

Romans 4.8 -14  Luke 2.15-21

A New Year – a time for a new start.

We’re good at ‘new starts’ in Christianity – Indeed we’re often being urged to make them. Every time we confess our sins, and resolve once more to serve God faithfully, we hve a new start.

But some occasions are more memorable: for  example, when five adults  from this church were confirmed recently, they had all the grandeurs of a cathedral service, and amoving liturgy, to remind them that they were, in a very special way, making a new start in their lives, as committed followers of Christ.

At the heart of that service, in its modern version, is a very moving moment when the bishop looks at each one individually and says the words – ‘Mary/John…  God has called you by name and made you his own’. Then comes the laying on of hands with the more familiar prayer, ‘Confirm, O Lord, your servant, with your Holy Spirit’…
But, in a way, the first words are the more intimate, and for my money, the more moving:  ‘X – God has called you by name and made you his own’. They refer back , of course, to the moment of baptism, when we were addressed by our Christian names – the names that make us distinct from the rest of our family, and thereby denote our uniqueness. We were called by name, and made God’s own. It’s a very important thing- being called by name. Indeed, the first question of the old catechism is simply this: what is your Name? It’s really important to know that we have a name. I was reading a book about China recently, and near the beginning it mentioned an old woman, born in the nineteenth century, who didn’t have a name – just a number to denote her place in the family. Being a girl, she hadn’t merited a name…  What a terrible thing!  Just thinking about it makes one realize how important it is that the Christian tradition has insisted, from the earliest time, on the sanctity of the name we are called by from our baptism. Everyone matters, everyone has a name.
It’s a bit of a mystery to me why people’s  baptismal names, or Christian names,  are sometimes overwritten by other names, when people become nuns or monks, popes or monarchs…That, somehow, undercuts in my view the fundamental importance of our very first new start in life – our baptism into the Christian family. I suppose it’s all about fresh new starts that people make in particular avocations – but I’m still not sure they should involve a change of name.
But let’s leave that on one side.

Today is the feast of the Circumcision of Jesus – which is also the commemoration of his naming ceremony. For Judaism, as much as for Christianity, being addressed by your personal name is part of being accepted into the family of faith. But so, too, for males is the rite of circumcision – a rite which acknowledges that the child belongs to God – the shedding of blood in the rite being the prescribed substitute  for offering the child in sacrifice. Our God is a God who has the right to own us, and yet he would rather have us come to him freely. He calls us by name, and he also calls us in community, through rites and ceremonies. When we belong to God, we acknowledge the value of both these sides of our identity
Now, some of us aren’t known exactly by our baptismal names – in fact, most of us aren’t called by the two or three names we may have been given at the font. I’m usually addressed by a diminutive of my real name, and others have nicknames which are even less related to their Christian  names. That doesn’t matter, in God’s eyes. He knows us ‘by name’ in a deeper sense than that of simply knowing what our parents chose to call us: he knows us ‘by name’ in the sense that he knows our true inward being – our absolute essence which makes us ourselves. Calling us ‘by name’ is a symbol of that. When I see my Saviour face to face, I’m not too bothered as to whether he’ll call me Margaret, Margaret Ann, or Maggie- or perhaps by some new, unique name which catches me exactly, and  is known only to him – but which I’ll recognize straight away when I hear it.
What I do like to ponder on, is the deep sense of ‘belonging’ which is summed up in that sentence from the modern confirmation service: ‘God has called you by name, and made you his own.’  On this festival of naming, and belonging to the community of faith – the day when Jesus was circumcised and named – it’s worth pondering  on the significance of being named, and of  belonging – belonging as a child, and not as a slave; named as someone loved and valued, someone for whom God has a particular purpose.

We go forward into this New Year to discover what shape God’s purpose for us will take in the coming days and months.

