


A MATTER OF NAMES

Some of us have been talking togsether for the psst few days
about the nature of religious language; for religion is, amons other
things, language. It is the langusge of prayer, of liturgy, cf
songs, and of anthems; the Bible from which I was resding the
lesson 2 few moments ago 1s language. At cur house we read the
Bible at dinmmertime each night, and one of my young children re-
cently remarked very ssgely, "The Bible is just full of language.
This sermon, which I am jJust beginning, again, is language; and
I have often found myself in the midst of 2 sermon asking myself
Just what kind of language it is and what sort of language it is
that goes on here. 1t seems to me & fair question, and one which,
in 1ts way, can help to illuminste both the nature of our religious
experience and the nature of our human spezking.

This morming, however, I want %o focus sur attention upon
Just one element of language; namely, proper names. And I want
to begin by tellins you an experiment I performed recently on
my five-year-old daughter. I asked her if she would mind changing
her name. She stamped her foot indignantly, and replied, "My name
has always been Ruth and always will bel!® Her mother ani I smiled,
recalling that we had actually considered several other names be-
fore we hadl given her that ons.

This simple epigode illustrates two widely Aifferent attitudes
towafd nsmes and indeed toward languags, held by students of the
subject. Oneths one hand, there’'s a large group of students and
inquirers who tell us that g name is simply a conventiongl label
which we paste on a person oron a thing. So psrents are able to
thoose namesg Bor their children; or s man is even ahle to change
his nasme, by appropriste legal procedures. This is true, we are
told, not only of persons but of objects. New chemical elements,
when they are discovered, are given names. In this commection,
there’s the old story sbout the lady at the astronomy lecture who
asked how the scientists can posaibly know the names of the stars.
Well, this in general is the avproach to names illustrated by the
little girl's parents.

But there's another and a radically different view of this
matter, repregented by the 1little girl herself, who was, so to say,
cn the inside of the situation. She stamped her foot, and replied
in indignation. Now evidently something of significance to her
was at stake in all this. It was, I sugmest, her whole sense of
identity and meaning, as expressed in her own name. She could
ne more imagine herself with another name than she could give up
her own sense of being herseif.

Now, at a somewhat Adifferent level of intellectuzl sophis-
tifation, there is a large rroup of students of lancuage today
who are pointinc out to us the sipgnificance of just this sense
of personal ildentity and meaning. Actually, I think fthere is much
of value in both aporoaches to names and to lesnsuage; but this
morning I want to focus attention on this second apnroach.




We find here the whole issue of personal, or if you will of
existentéal meaning: the meaning of sur human life, not viewed
from the grandstands of detached ohbservation, but from the actual
playinic fields of humsn action It is easy, and it is altogether
proper at times, tc sit in a comfortable classercom or stuiy, anAd
to reflect in uncommitted Aetachment and cbjectivity on matters
such as this; but outsiie the classroom; in the arena of zction,
we take snother ani s different view of all cur human concerns.
We gsk with a poignancy and an urgency which canncot be denieqd,
"Who am 1? And whence do I come, and whither do I go and why am
I here?” And in fact the very course of osur lives is a statement
in Aeed and in l1ife tn answer these questions. It's a kind of
question which finds expression also in our names.

The history of religions provides us with many illustrations
of this attitude. For example, in the ancient Negr Eastern world
out of which the Bible came a person’s name often included the
nzme of the GoAd he served: and that wasn’t just litersry convention,
but rather a litersl expression of the suvvosedi identity between
a2 man ani his God. In this gams world, there were pclitical strug-
fles in which the king was overthrown, and in which his victeorious
enemieés proceeded literally to blot out his name, to efface 1t
from all the records. Then when the rebel in his turn was over-
thrown, his name in turn was expunged from the records S0 you
see, when the Bible svesks of a man‘s name beinp blotted out or
destroyed, 1t 1is not spezkinc hyperbole but literal faet. PFor,
in this ancient view, a man's name was somehow also sn expression
of his vower, of his own personal essence, of his spirit or soul.
At sn even more primitive level, the mggician who, by incantation
or spell, seeks to 4o you harm, or perchance to Ao yocu goody weaves
your name into his magic pattern of words; for he believes that
if he has your name he has power overy you. He ha= hold of the
essence of you, of your soul. There's n somewhat similar view
of names in the story of Adam and Eve in the Book of Genesis.

After Gol ha= finished creatins the animals, he brings them all
before Adam so that Adam can name them. As a child, when I rea+d
that story I usedi toc wonder how Adam knew what names to sive them
all.

Now, perhaps you're saylineg to yourself, "This is all sheer
primitive superstition.” And you have g point. There's a good
Aeal Of word magilc ani neme magic in the history of religion;
ani let's say 1t bluntly and frankly: there are many instances
of it in the Bible ani in the history of Christianity. And yet,
I should suppcse that, in midA-Twentieth century, on the campus of
a srest modern university, it is hardly necessary tc iisavow at-
titudes such as these. However, mixed with the Aross of magic
and superstition, there‘s another sttitude, about which we will
40 well not to be so Infty ani so scornful. Let us call this
other element s strono sense of personzsl identity and meuning,
ani n pe~sonal or facesto=face comriunication wlith other human
selves., And I supvoge the oigt of what 1 have to say to you this
morning is that there‘s a truth heres, which we can geparate out
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from the magic and the superstition, and which we can lay hold upon
a8 a valuable element of “our moral and relirious 1life. This element
again is precisely the sense of personal identity and meaning.

Now, students of the Bible have for some time been reflecting
upon these matters; ani prominent among them has been the famouss
Jewish philosopher-theciopian Martin Buber, who has written widely
of "I-Thou," or person-person relations as he has “ound them in
his own Jewlsh traiition, informed and guided as it is by Biblical
images and Biblical faith. Now, according to Buber, an I-thou,
or a person-person relation, 1s very different froman I-it, or a
person-thine relation. This latter kind of relation,I sustain
tc the pulpit, which holds my notes, or to the watech with which
I gm timing my sermon, or to this microphone which hangs around
neck They're all c¢bjects which I c¢an use, as means to my ends.
But how profoundly Aiffersent is my relation to any of you, even
in a group as large as this; for if I seek to treat you as things
you resist, and properly soc. For example, if you even suspected me
of seekins to manipulste your minds, rather than appealing to you
through rgtional persuassion, you would resist; at least I hone you
would. In other words, I must respect ani affirm your personality:
your nature as persons.

Now, it is this relation of person to person that one's own

identity is t2 be fHrund withkin As Buber has eloguently out the
matter, I become I in relation to thou. I Aiscover my own identity

in what Buber has called the 1ife of dislogue. Now; we 4o not

have to read very far in the Bibie to see these elements of which
we're sveaking. As Buber hass put 1t, the Bible is a Aeeply Aia-
logiczl book. Its characters are Is in the presence of thous.

Meny of the Bible's most expressive images are attempts to catehn
this personality of man. So the Bible speaks of a men's face,

of his presence, and of nis name Thus, for example, Goi tel's
Abrahsm that in his name wlll all the familles of the earth be
blessed. And so the New Testament Christian, approached God in

the Name »f Christ. And s5 the men of the Bible soupht to preserve
their ngmes; ani they feared lest their names wouli be blotted from
of f the fsce of the earth. The Bible tgkes the name of God very
geriously. We allrrecall thet famous passage in the Book of Cxodus
in which Goi -~ in which Moses asks God for his name. later in
Jiblical history the Aivine name became 8o very sacred that human
lips 414 not 4are to utter it. And so devout Jews use synonyms

or paraphrases, like The Most High, or The Almighty. And to this
A2y, when the name of God, Jehovah or Yshweh, is mentioned, ii The
text. devout Jews verbalize it as Adonail, My Lord. Indeed, I've had
many exam papers in religion from devout Jewish students in which
they have sourht to exnress the name »f deity as G D. Last year I
received such a paper in which was this rafther mixed-up statement:
'me astudent sald, "1 have come to Aisbelieve in the existence of

Now, we mlss the neint of all this if we rearrd these as the
sts of anclent history and ancient sceripture and not of oresent
L &y Por they are present reglity. For instance, as 1 worked
whis o s o gsen->ir-hicshsschool scn brought home the prnd?s

pictures. vonderinr them with all the anxisus con-
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is personal; we can suveak to him in prayer, and we csn hear him
spesk to ug. He has g name, sccording to the Bible.

Now I think there's a very important issue here, but I also
think 1t's one of the most misunderstocd in the whole field of
religion: misunderstood by adherent andi critic alike For example,
I know people and I've readl hooks which put the question, "Is Cod
personal?” meaning by it, "Is there some head man, or hezi spirit
scmewhere just beyond the furthest telescope, whose Azarlings,
whose favorites, we human beines are?" Now to this question the
religious aiherent answers, "Yes;" and the critic, the unbellever,
answers, "No." And so the grpument is joined I think they hoth
raiically misunderstani the naturz of the versonal relation betwe=n

man ani God; for they think of it, as Reinhold Niebuhr has acidly

remarked, as man's right to lobhy for special favors in the courts
of the Almighty. And that seems to me not only intellectuslly un-
Justified but religiszsusly repugnant

Ty think of God as versonal se=ms tc me to mean something
raiically 4ifferent from this. We take person-person relations
towari esch other, as it were, osn a horizontal level. And so we
Aiscover their meaning and we Aiscover the meaning of our lives
in these termg., But then, in vertical relation, we face the prob-
lem of ocur attituie toward the Almighty, toward ultimate reallity;
as Indeed all men have faced this problem; snd no men have ever
avoided 1t. Now Tthe heart of fgith in God, I believe, is tc take

cward wli tmete reality, toward the Almighty, frought as this
question is with mystery, inveolved with so much that is forever
past our humsn finding-out; to take toward the Almighty just this
attitude of personal faith or trust. Such an attitude is the es-
gence of what cur fathers would have called "faith in God." If
we read our Bibles with sengitivity and perception, we will see
just this relation expressed in the Bible's reference to the name
of God and to the name of Christ. The New Testament Christians
greeted ani blessed each other in this name; and, what 1s more
imvortant, they aporoached Godi in the name of Christ. And this
expressed for them the sttituds of personal g L cenviction
gnd faith in ultimate reality. 1t is this meaning which cones
through to me in the Ephesians paasage which I reasd ss ocur Serip-
ture this morning It speaks, you recall, of the immeasurable
greatness of the divine power, which has raigedi Christ from the dead:
which has made Him to sit at his right hand in heavenly places,
far above all rule ani authority, and Aominion, and above every
name that is named, not only in thils age but in thet which 1is to
come

2% us pray.
0 thou eternal Spirit, in whom we live and move ani have our

heing. we commit our selves untc thes, in falth ani in trust; in
the name of Jegus Chrict our Lord.
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