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Numbers 6.22-27; Galatians 4.4-7; Luke 2.15-21
[bookmark: OLDTEST]Now eight days later…they gave him the name Jesus, the name assigned him by the heavenly messenger… (Lk 2.21)
You may have heard about a study conducted by mathematicians from the University of Vermont.  The newspaper report began:  “Oh, dear.  Overall happiness is in decline.”
That’s among the findings by a team… who analyzed 4.6 billion Twitter messages over 33 months.  They assigned happiness grades to more than 10,000 of the most common words, crunched all the numbers, and plotted them on a graph that shows a gradual downward slope over the last year and a half…
They delivered this mildly gloomy finding just in time for the holidays…  Nevertheless …their measure of collective happiness tends to spike on Christmas…  Moreover, happiness tends to peak on weekends, and plummet…on Monday and Tuesday.
The study’s data include 46 billion words written by 63 million Twitter users between Sept. 9, 2008, and Sept. 18, 2011.  Each of the most commonly used words was assigned a number on a happiness scale of 1 to 9 — 9 being the happy extreme.  “Laughter,” for example, registered 8.50; “the,” 4.98; and “terrorist,” 1.30.
…The Twitter study <showed> that <Michael> Jackson’s death produced the single biggest drop in a single day.  Other low points were registered on Sept. 29, 2008, when the U.S. government pledged to buy up banks’ toxic assets; and various natural disasters in 2010…and 2011…
“Reports of the killing of Osama Bin Laden on May 2, 2011, resulted in the day of the lowest happiness across the entire time frame.  And global sport left one identifiable drop:  the 4-1 victory of Germany over England in the 2010 Football World Cup.”
Seasonal cheer is apparently robust, however.  Certain dates, on which happiness sharply deviates from nearby dates, are termed “outliers” — and Christmas is one of them.  For the outlying happy dates, 2008, 2009 and 2010, Christmas Day returned the highest levels of happiness…[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Tim Johnson, “The tweets tell the story: UVM researchers find we're getting less happy,” Burlington Free Press, December 19, 2011.] 

New Year’s Day is the day we tend to think about our happiness and that of our world.  We try to understand the trends of a year now past and hope positively for the year ahead.  Yet, for us, today is not only New Year’s Day.  We don’t just observe the turning of one year into the next and resolve somehow to do better.  We celebrate the Holy Name of our Lord Jesus Christ.
The Feast of the Holy Name is new to this now 35 year old Prayer Book.  It used to be called the Feast of the Circumcision.  Today’s gospel reminds us
…eight days later, when the time came to circumcise him, they gave him the name Jesus, the name assigned him by the heavenly messenger before he was conceived in the womb’ (Lk 2.21).
Years ago now when I had served the church in Shaker Heights, just next to Cleveland, I became acquainted with a man who made sandwiches at the deli across the street.  One day as I ordered a bagel and lox sandwich and wearing my clerical collar, we talked about our different religious celebrations of New Year’s.  After I described today’s festival, he exclaimed:  “It’s the Briss!”  He was right.
The Law of Moses called for every male child to be circumcised on the eighth day of his birth, a festive occasion with family and friends to witness the naming of the child.  The Briss.  It was a blessing, so we heard the Aaronic blessing.
You shall say to them, “The LORD bless you and keep you; the LORD make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you; the LORD lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace” (Nu 6.22-27).
What more could we ask for in this new year than for God’s blessing of presence and protection, kindness and peace?
Holy Name was celebrated at least since the sixth century to counteract New Year’s Day.  In Roman times, it was devoted to Mary.  From the middle of the 14th century, it was devoted to the name of Jesus, “Savior” or “Deliverer.”  In Matthew we hear:  “…you will name him Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins” (Mt 1.21).
The name Jesus and he will save are so similar we could translate:  “You shall call his name Savior because he will save.”  This movement toward the giving of the name more accurately understands today’s gospel.  It focuses our attention on our Savior and Deliverer.  It centers us on Jesus.  Note that
in the ancient world the term Savior was primarily a political title and was frequently applied to Roman emperors.  The title is surprisingly rare in the gospels…[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Robert J. Miller, ed., The Complete Gospels:  The Scholars Version (Salem, OR, 2010), p, 129.] 

Then as now, people longed to be freed and liberated from what binds them politically, socially, spiritually and personally.  We long for that kind of freedom in our own lives.  The name Jesus calls to mind the true freedom and genuine happiness which is ours in Christ.
Brother Alois of the Taizé Community shared a memory of the day Br Roger, its founder, was killed.
The afternoon of the day he died, Brother Roger called one of the brothers and said to him, “Note down these words carefully!”  There was a long silence while he attempted to formulate his thinking.  Then he began, “To the extent that our community creates possibilities in the human family to widen…”  And he stopped there, too exhausted to finish his phrase.
The Prior asked
What did he mean by ‘widen’?  He probably wanted to say:  do everything possible to make more perceptible for everyone the love God has for every human being without exception, and for all peoples.  He wanted our little community to bring this mystery to light, through its life, in a humble commitment with others.  So we…have…compiled this “Unfinished Letter”…which will help us to go forward along the road on which God “widens our steps” (Ps. 18.36).
Let me offer this excerpt.
All who choose to love and to say it with their life are led to ask themselves one of the most compelling questions of all:  how can we ease the pain and the torment of others, whether they are close at hand or far away?  But what does it mean to love?  Could it be to share the suffering of the most ill-treated?  Yes, that’s it.  Could it mean having infinite kind-heartedness and forgetting oneself for others, selflessly?  Yes, certainly.  And again:  what does it mean to love?  Loving means forgiving, living as people who are reconciled.  And reconciliation always brings a springtime to the soul.
…Seeking reconciliation and peace involves a struggle within oneself.  It does not mean taking the line of least resistance.  Nothing lasting is created when things are too easy.  The spirit of communion is not gullible.  It causes the heart to become more encompassing; it is profound kindness; it does not listen to suspicions.
…To the extent that our community creates possibilities in the human family to widen…
Our motivation to act on behalf of the well-being of others is the Holy Name of Our Lord Jesus Christ.  How will you help the human family to widen.  On this New Year’s Day we remember the naming of Jesus as Savior and Deliverer.  May freedom, liberation and true happiness indeed be yours.
“You shall call his name Savior because he will save.”
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