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A MATTER OF NAMES 

Some of us have been talkinf.'; to~ether ~or the past fe\11 days 
about the nature of r-eligious language, for reliP-;ion ts amon~ other 
th1nP,so languageo Iv is the language of prayer of liturgy, of 
songs~ and of anthems; the Bible from whieh I was rea~inP, tha 
lesson e few moments ago is languageo At our house we rea'l the 
Bible at dinnertime eaeh night, ann one of my younp, children re 
cently l'•emarked very sagely 1 "The Bible is just full of language .. ., 
This sermon, which I am just bep,1nn1ng, again, is language; and 
I have often found myself in the midst of a sermon asking myseli 
just what k1nrt. of language 1t is an.d what sor·t of language 1t is 
that goss on hereo It seems to me a fair question and one which, 
in 1ts way, can help to illuminate both the nature of our religious 
experience an1 the nature of ou human spe2kingo 

Th1s morn1n~ 11 !1.m11ever, I want to focus :>ur attention upon 
just one element of language; namely proper mes. And I want 
to begin. by tellinp; you an experiment I performed recently on 
my five·=Year-olri rlaughter., I asked her if she Noulr'l mind changing 
her name" She stamped her foot inrl1gnatltly g anrl repliet\, My name 
has always been Ruth and always will be!n Her mother ani I sm1le1, 
recallin~ that we had actually considered several other names be
fore Ne ha11 ~1ven her that one .. 

This simple ep1 soda illustz•a tea two tfidely d1fferfllnt att1 tudes 
tc,~ard names anrl indeet'l tc>\•mrd lanr;uage i held by students of the 
subject~ Onethe one hand 9 there·s a large ~roup of aturlents and 
inquirers who tell us that e name 1.s simply a conventtonal label 
which we paste on a person oron a thing~ So psrents are able to 
Bhoose names fior the,ir oh1VI.ren; or a man is even ahle to change 
his r.tams .v by appropriate legal proceti.ures o This 1s tr·ue 9 ue are 
tolrl 8 not only of persons but of objectso New chemical elemente 8 
when they are disco eredr are gi en nameso In this connection, 
there~s the old story about the la,y at the a tronomy lecture who 
aske1 how the scientists can possibly know the ames of the stars 
Well~ this 1n general ts the aoproach to names illustrate1 by the 
little g1rlss parents~ 

But there 8 s another ~nd a rart.1cally r11fferent v1eti of th s 
matter, represente1 by the little Rirl herself, who was 9 so to sayp 
011 the 1na1de of the situation" She stampet'i her foot, anti replied 
in indignation. Now evidently someth1n~ ~f signif1eanee to er 
was at stAke in all this. It was, I sug~est her whole sense of 
11ent1ty and mean1ngj) a!l expressed n her 01·m name, She ooul1 
no more imagine herself with another name than she coul~ ~ive up 
her own sense of bein~ herself~ 

Now 9 at a somewhat rt1fferent level of intellectual soph1s
t16ation3 there 1s a large ~roup of stu~ents of lanpuage today 
who are potntin~ o t to us the si~ificanoe of just this sense 
af nerRonal 1rlent1ty anrl meaningo Actuallyp I thln there 1s much 
of value in both approaches to names an"l to lan~uage» but this 
morning I went to focus attenttou on thls seoonn apnroacha 



We finii herf: the t-lhole issue of personal , or 1f you \'1111 of 
existential meaning~ the mean1nF; of :)Ur human life ~ not viewed 
from the AI"andstanff.s of' 'letachen. o servat1on but from r.he actuel 
plR tnr-: f1el1a of human action " It 1s easy , anii it ls altogether 
proper at t1mea, to sit in a comfortable clasProom or stu~, anff. 
to reflect in uncommitted ~etac ment and objectiv ty on matters 
such as this; but outs11e the classroom, in the arena of action, 
we take another an-1 a dl ferent view of all our human concernso 
\ve ask 'tfi th e poignancy ani an urgency which cannot be rlen1ed, 
~who am l? Ann whence do I come , an1 whither no I go anrl why am 
I here?., Anrl 1n fact the very course of nur· l tves is a statement 
in 1ee"i ~nd 1n life t!') answer these questions~. It's a k1nff. of 
q estion which finds expression also 1n our names~ 
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The history of rel1P'ions prov1rtes us ''~' th many 1lluati•ations 
f this at~ turleo For example , in the a~cient Near E~stern worl1 

out of which the Bible came. a person ' s name often 1ncla·ie1 the 
name of the no~ he server} ~ an1 that wasn ' t just litero y convention, 
but ~a .h6~ a literal expression of the sunuose-1 1 i.enti. ty bet\1aen 
a man a~1'1 h1s Go-1. In this sam~ worlrt. v there were p lltical strup;
,c:les 1n which the king was overthrown " an1 i.n wh1ch his victorious 
enem1Q proceeded literally to blot out his name ~ to efface it 
from all the records, Then when the rebel n his turn was er 
thrO\'ltl • his nRme 1n turn \'las expunger} from the records , So you 
see, when the Bible speaks <>f a man : s name beJ.nP, blotterl out or 
destroyed, 1 t is not speak inc~ hyperbole but 11 tera 1 fact ., For • 
in thts ancient v1ew, a man ' s name was somehow also an exp~ess1on 
of hiA '0')\'Ier- ~ of his mm personal essence , of his sp!r1t or soulo 
At 3n even more primitive level ~ the mag1o1an who by incantation 
or spell. seeks to ti.o you harm, or perchance to tio you ROOd'~ weaves 
your' name into his magic pattern of NorciA, for he believes that 

f he ha~ your name he h~s power overy you ~ He ha~ hol1. of the 
essence of you, of your soul , 'l'here i s n somewhat similar view 
of names 1n the story of Arla~ anrl Eve in the Book of Genesiso 
After Go"i ha '' f1nlshe1. cre~-t-1nr- the animals he brinP.s them all 
before A"iam so that A~am can name thema As e chil~, when I rea1 
that story I use1 to t.zon1er nm•J A'iarn kneN what names to r;ive them 
all . 

Now . perhaps you re say ln~ to yourself 11 •·rhts 1s all sheer 
primitive superst1.t1onon And you have a po1nt~ '.Chere 1 s a P;Ooc\ 
"teal •:./f wor1 magic ani neroe magi c in the history of rel1~1on; 
an·l let s sa:v lt blur.tly an"i frankly~ there are many instances 
of it itt the Blble nn·-1 ln the l-i1story of Christianity ,. Anr, yet, 
I shoul1 suppose that ~ in rnirl-Twent1eth centory on the camy>uR of 
a l!re8t motlern un1vers1 ty 11 1 t is har'ily necessary to 11saVO\'I et-
t1tu1es su~h ns these Holever c m1~e~ with the iross ~f magic 
an1 superet1.t n there s another attitu1e, about which we \'1111 
1o well not to be so l~fty an1. so scornful,. Le us call this 
other ~lement a stron~ sense or personnl i1ent1ty ani me~ning, 
ani '1 pe "'sonnl or f'ace-to-face omr1un1eaticm with other h man 
~~; lves . /\n1 I supnose the ~1 t of 1mnt I hqve to Sl-IY t you this 
morninP. 1s tt:;.~t ther'e "s a truth her~~ Nh1ch t·te can separate o t 



from the magic ~n.ti the superstition , an1 which we can lay hol1 upon 
as a valuable element ot. ·o r moral an1 reli•~ious life. This element 
av,atn ts precisely tht) sense of pe:r·sonal it1.entity an1 meeningo 

low ~ stu1ents of the Bible have for some time been reflect in~ 
upon these matters ; a 1 nr mtnent amon~ them has been the famou 
Jewish ph1los pher- t i1eolopian Hartln Buber, who has writtsn d1ely 
of "I-"Thou 11

11 or person-person relations as he ha~ ~"ounrt them 1n 
his own Jewish traitt1on~ informed ann gu11e1 as it is by 81bl1cal 
1Hlfi.P;es anrl Bibl:J.cal fat th NO\\' II 2CCortl1ng to Bub 1 an I-thou 
or a person-person relat1.on ls very different from m r ... ttp or a 
person· t.h1ng J.•elat1on . This latter k1nrt. of relationd I sustain 
to the pulpit, whtch hol'ls my notes, or to the Natcn with which 
I am timino; my sermon or to this m1 crophone Nhich hanP.s araun1 ··y 
neck . They 1 re all· ~bjacts whtch I can use, 3~ means to my en1s o 
But how orofountll . 1ifferent is my relation to any of yo , even 
in a ~ oup a~ lar~e a~ this a for if I seeK to treat you as thtnp.s 
you re~ist, an"i prope l.Y so For example r 1f you e en suspentert. me 
of seek1n~ to manipulate your m1n"is 9 :t-ather than .-ppealin~ to you 
throug;h rational persuas on .. yotJ wol.ll-" resist, at least I houe vou 
woul~ ~ In other wor"i$ ~ I must respec an"i af irm your personality~ 
your nature a persons ~ 

Now 1t is th s rr.latton of person to person that one s own 
1~ent1ty 1s t? be f~u~d wit~tn As Buber h~s elo uently put the 
matter I become I n relat on to thou . I ,_1scover my own tllenttty 
1n Nha, B1Jber ha!=: calle1 the life f '11elog;ue., No-v1 . we 1.o not 
have to rea~ very far in the Bib e to see these elements of which 
we re sneaking . As Buber ha~ put it , the iltble 1s a "ieeply 11a
logic?.l booku It8 ch~racters are Is 1n the presence of thouso 
Many of the Bible ' s most expre~stve images a e attempts to oatch 
this personality of man so the cltble speaks of a mans race 9 
of h1s p esencei an1 cf his name o Thus, for example, nor\ tells 
.Abraham that 1r1 his name will all the families of the earth be 
blessed ~ An~ so the New Testament Chr st1an approachet1. Go~ in 
the N.qn,e ~if· Chr1st o An"i ~n the men of the B1nle sourht to preserve 
thelr ~~mea; an1 they reRre"i lest their names woul~ be blotte1 rro~ 
0ff tha face of the earth n The Bible takes the name of Go"i very 
seriously. ~ve allrr-e all that femou passage in the Book of Zxodus 
i'n which Go1. n wh\ch J1oses asks Goti for his name Later in 
J1bl1aal history the ~ivine name became so very sacre1 thnt hum~n 
11~~ 111 not 1are to utter it o An~ so devout Jews use synonyms 
.._ r paraphr-ases like The Nost HiRh" or The Almt~hty .. .Ant'! to this 
riAY, when the name ryf Gol'\ 41 Jehovah or Yahweh is ment1onet1 9 1f' 'whe 

•:t: · : evmt Jews verba 1 ze 1 t. RS A"ionai, My Lorti c Inneert, I've had 
many nx~m papPrs in religion from 1evout Jewish stu"ients in which 
t.t1e-y ha'l'e souf"ht to exl')ress the name "r dP.ity as G .D Lest year I 
r•t:·<•e1 VA1 such a p~pe:n in wh 1ch WB~ thts rather mlxe"i-up statement t. 
'''h ~ Rturient Aa11 " havP. come to rU~belteve in the ex· Rtenoe of 
(j tl .. -

J-lo\·1 vrP mt ~s the no tnt of :1ll tr11 s t f ,,,~ re!:!p;r"i these a~ the 
( nneten htstory f!n1 ~mcie t sc.r1ptnre , n1 n0t of nresent 
~ r they are ur sent r~sllty . For 1n~tnnce .. a~ I ork d 

5 mr Sf' -:>l · !11 , l•scl1oo 1 son br-ouP;ht homP the proo s 
con-



cern off 'l~lescence, '[ eng;a~ed htm \.n conver.,atlon, sn1 I sa\\' 
in those rat 1er me11ocre photo a person t s whole self-1.!lap;e: h1s 
se 1se of personal me~m1nrr. an~l rela 1on to 'the com'":Un ty of his 
peers. ;~~an,. a frte!ld rror.l your f~1culty sP-nt me a cl1'1nin•': not 
so lonp e~o from your unive s1ty newspAper, of a stu~ent here at 
Ouke ti .o stood 1n l11te .o receive bitlR from fratern\ ties~ a 11 who, 
\vhen l" ~ cr. me t'J the hea1 of· the 11ne 9 coulii not reca 1 his ot\'n 
nr-nne. The story 'AJ9S reoorte a'3 upr,~riouqly com\c, an~l yet I 
propc3e tt ~oes n~t toke mo~e thAn a secon1 ~lance to s~e how se~ 
1ous it may well hRVH been to the uerson involve' • As I r9s · lt y 
my : •1!1 mini t;~ent back to a time thtr .y year•<:; cWO, 1:hen I stoori 
1n s1mtlar 11n~ an1 foun, no bl~s in my envelope; ~n~ I fP.lt 
th~ iespgir thPt clutche~ ~t my throac ?.t th~t time, 

Nm'-1 t' s of ~nurse easy enou:· h to f'.8Y from a ser~ure j Btlul t 
p. spective, wnow sllly can a perRon b~? How juventl~ " But the 
p ,tnt is , I 111nn ' t an1 coul'ln : t SRY ,_t t;hen 11 .qny more th~m the 
, cher sturtent coulii remember his o1m nqroe Well, the conclus10n 
J.~ that persrmal t ·,enttty a11~ me8YJ1nn; nre not th1np;s eaQ1ly an'i 
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oncP. f0r-all come byi not autr:>mat1cEJ1ly rriven us at birth .. Rather.•, 
they • re matters for 1 H'e-lonp; f'ltruP.'n;le an1 t3Chievemen t" It' r:; not 
easy t• b~ a person il anti to ~ustatn F.n1 '1 ma1nt~1n one •s •perst:>nhooti" 
aPa'.nst ~1 the -t,orces that thre~ten it, To be ..... pe ·so'l; to achlev-e 
an1 maintain one's huma~1ty , 1s a matter of ~ou"~ge, 8~ Paul T11~1oh 
put 1t 9 of the courR~e to be . Or~ as Chr1st1an faith ha~ tra~ t
tonally put the SBme sentiment., a rr.atter of faith ; or conviction • 
.Ant=t convP.rsely how mucl-t ~>f tra1.1t1r:mal ratth ha~ prooerl~: been 
concerne1. with su,ta1n1n_p; an'l renewtnp: meaninrtfu h man self-ho~do 
an'1 11ent1.t;y .. 

TheJ>P.'s ~motlnr issue 0f seJfho1d invo ver\ 1n names 11 which 
is 111uotr~te 't 1n 'l'hotn~s f·~3rm 's bo~k 11 fel-U. Krull Ccmf1tience Lfl!lo 
In s ver•y lon~ passAge 1n that bo'>k., a lonr.r: pa St:lge s , tyn1 cal 
of the author, Fellx Krull expreRses se f-~1sgust an1 self-l~~thtn~ 
Rt h1s f'qme 1·th1ch by the 1ub1'Jus c.., rse of h1 ltfe he r,a~ broue;',t 
tnto such bart renute. R R r.ame 1s h~teful to h1m~ Rn1 he "?ulrl 11ke 
C be r1.r1 of it. He \'10 11:'.1 ttke t'1 ~1n~ T"efu~e in anonymity~ oT( 
in som other name .. tt/el1 _ call this att1tut=te se)_f··LoathinP, , oall 
!t R~ other authors lio s natlsea ~ or s~l-f'-el1en~t1on ; r call 1t 
by its tra1.1t1,.,nal Christ1qrt n~me of' stn~ the pe:--sonal ~ubst-,n~e 
or r~al1ty 1~volve1 ts the SRme 

Well then, not only faith but su1 f"1n1~ expr~ss.1."m in reJat on 
to one r s name, Intiee~ , I th1.nk all. the s1r:nl.f1c"!nt moments vr AS
pee ts c>.r n~rf::r•nr- ._ l1fe or lest 1ny 1.n i expression here 0 In alii 1 t1'>n 
to f&ith an·1 s1n 1 there is ·the nroblem ,. noli .. I ve bee., sneak1m~ 
rether equtvocal..LY about meanin~r Bni mearJln~Tful life .. No14 ht 
wh'"JlP. l'onv1ct nn that ltfe ha~ mean1nr: an" 1 not meF~nin~less is 
nn tmnort:,~n .. uart o"' t•th!"t, Ollr C!">rist1an tra1tt on h~c: meant by 
O'i ~ anti f R 1 th in G:.;rl . s, let us tuM br1ef'ly , then ~rom t, 
r\_Hlle r)f' :nan tl) the nr~m~ of G 'i It . R an mpo tant thef'le tn the 
n 'h!.e - ~:aft ~ the Bible asRumes , stan .::- in an l~t:"tou rel~ t1 :-,n t<' 
q,,., 1 1 is ac('oJ"'•11ng tote Bible, an I~ pn1 not. an 1t;, H 



1s personal; we can w~ak t' him 1n prayer ) an~ we C3n hear him 
speak to us He has a name ace rr't1np: to the Bible o 

Now I think there ' s ~ very ~mportant tss~e here» but I also 
thtnk \ t a one of the most rn1sun erstood 1n the ~rho le f1elrt of 
rf:·l\~lon ~ m1sunile s ooti by adh ... I"ent ani cr1ttc al ke .. For e .. ample , 
I kY.ow people an1 I' -..·e rea i hooks wh 1.ch put the qu~sttnn , "Is God 
personal?n meaning by 1t , " ·a there some he· 1 man , or heal sp1r1v 
som.where just beyond the furthest telescooe whose 1arl1ngs. 
whos\3 fBVorites t we human hc:>1nP:s are?" No"'• to this q ~stton the 
re11~1nuR arlherent answers "Yes;" anti the critic~ the unbeliever 
answers ~ No " Ani so the ar~ument 1s joined I thl k they both 
ra~1celly M1sun1erst~ni the natur~ of the ":lersonal relnt .... on bet.' e~n 

man en·1 God; f r they t lnk of 1 t. 3P Re1nholri Niebuhr has AC1c1ly 
remarke'l, es man 9 s right to lohhy for ::ipec181 favors 1.,1 the courts 
of the Almighty And that s ems to me not only intellectuallY un
just1f ... c::1. hut re11p.:1-J.usly repu~nant .. 

Tr1 tih1 k of Oo~ RR nersonal se, ms to me to mean someth,n~! 
ra'i1cally 11.fferent from thts., We tat{e pe sor1-- p~rson rel:.1ttons 

O\olrar'l each other • as 1 t Nere, ">n n torizcntal J.~vel" An-i so we 
11scover their mean\n~ anti Ne r'itscover the meantn~ of our 11 es 
1n these term~a But then , in vertloal relat on& we face the prob
lem of our att 1 tu·le toNar1 the l\lmt~hty, towarri 1 t1mAte real1 ty; 
as 1n1eei all men ha e face~ thts problem; enr'i no men have e er 
avoi~e~ lt. Now be heor 0f faith 1n G~dt I believe , LG to take 
', .'I.Jr-:;, · ! ' =, .!J61·.,·; ealtty t01119rd the Alm1ght .P f ouP.ht as th1s 
question 1s w1 th mystery~ 1nvol ed >~1 th so much that 1s forever 
past our human f1nd1.np; - out: to t~ke to\'larl\ the Almighty Just th 1s 
att1to1e of personal faith r trust o Such an attittJ'le s the eur
sence of lhat our fathers ~o~oul1. have callerl 11 fatth 1n Gotio" If 
we re~~ ollr Bibles witn sensitivity an~ perception, te will see 
just .his relation expresse1 n the Blble 9 s eference to he na.e 
ot God an1 to the nRroe of Chr1st c The New Testamen. Christians 
greete1 an1 b_esse1 each other in thts name ; anti what is more 
important • they aporoacheti. Goi. 1n the name of Christ c An~ th1a 
e.xpre se1 for them the att tu1e of pe sonal t.:·• .t, . .. ..: . • ·; "' o 
etld fa th 1n lt1mate reali . It is this meAn ug wh~c comes 
throu~h to m in the Ephesians pas age \1h1ch I read. qs our Scrip
ture this morn1n~ ~ It speak ~ you reoall o~ the immeasurable 
gz•eatness of the 1\ivtne p tier» l'zhtch has :oa1~ei Chlitot from the dead · 
which has made Him to s at hts r .~ t hand ln hef!21fenly plaoe » 
fnr abo~e all rule ani authority . anr't rlomtnion, and bo e eve~y 
name that 1s name1, not nly n thts age but tn that t"lhich 1.s to 
come_ 

Let us pray, 

c) t1~u et rnal Sp1r1t~ in 11hom ~e 11v~ an~ oov art1. haVe our 
1<,1ng we oomrit I')Ur selves unto thea~ in faith aa1 1n trustg n 
.. h"' t'13m ..... r Jest~ Chrt ~t Lorrl o 

.. I r lr' 
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