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Love Has a Name

Our daughter Elizabeth and her husband, Damien, are expecting their second child, due in February. Last weekend I watched and listened as they were talking about what they would name this child. In honor of the event and this Season of Advent, I wrote the following short verse which I would like to share with you.

I called it, Love has a Name.

Love has a name.

We are not all the same.

“In birth after birth,

Love charges into earth” (Auden, Christmas Oratorio)

And in the twinkling of an eye

You and I are changed

Because love has a name.

Love is never impersonal. Love is always incarnational. Love is personal. Love has a name. When love comes to us in the form of a new born child, parents use many different paths to arrive at a name of the child. When I was young, in my neighborhood, it was not uncommon for families to go to the faith tree when they named their children, especially for girl’s names. I knew three girls in one family named, Faith, Hope, and Joy. Down the street in the other direction I had a friend named, Prudence. And of course there were the usual biblical names, Mary and Elizabeth and others. When Sally and I named our children, we went to the family tree. 

We thought about our ancestors and the names we wanted to use for our children. So their names are family names. How we name children, how each of us got our name, is a story. The story varies from culture to culture and family to family and generation to generation. When Elizabeth and Damien went looking for names for their next child, they went to the bookstore and picked up a book with over 100,000 names. They had worked their way through the letter “k” by the time they left our house. When I asked Elizabeth why they went this route to find a name, she said, “We are an international family living in a global village and we want to think globally.” They speak French at home and I’m sure their children will be multilingual before they go to elementary school.

Love has a name. It is personal. Dec. 1st was World Aids Day. Today there are 33 million plus people with HIV/AIDS, and more than 2 million children. HIV stands for Human Immunodeficiency Virus. HIV, when we just say the letters we forget that the first letter, H, stands for “Human.” When we forget that, the disease becomes clinical. The UN General Secretary Ban Ki Moon says that “Stigma is the chief reason why the AIDS epidemic continues to devastate societies around the world.” HIV/AIDS is a treatable, preventable disease, but social stigma, shame and fear too often turn people infected with the disease into victims. Preachers go on the attack and on the air and tell whoever will listen that the disease is God’s punishment for bad behavior. But Colin Powell had it right when he said that AIDS is the greatest Weapon of Mass Destruction in our generation. Bono or U2 calls AIDS a “tsunami.” And perhaps you saw that last week even the Pope is beginning to think that an ounce of prevention is not immoral. 

But my sermon today is not about HIV/AIDS, it is about love. Love has name. And the name we give to that which we love makes a difference for love is, I believe, the greatest force in human life. Here’s an agenda for love in the 21st century. I call it the beatitudes for a global village. The UN calls it the Millennial Goals: 

end poverty and hunger

universal education

gender equality

childhood health

maternal health

combat HIV/AIDS

environmental sustainability, and

global partnership, meaning putting people ahead of profits.

And, isn’t this what Isaiah had in mind when he dreamed his dream. “The wolf shall lie down with the lamb, the leopard will lie down with the goat, the calf and the lion and the yearling together, and a little child shall lead them. Look at the picture we have in the fellowship hall. Is it just a utopian vision? Is it just an impossible dream?

Here’s my answer. Perhaps you saw the interview with David Stockman on the Colbert Report this week. This is the David Stockman, chief financial officer, budget director, and go to guy in the Reagan administration. Colbert asked this David Stockman what he would do to reduce the federal deficit. Stockman said the first thing he would do is cut the defense budget by 50 percent. Why do these people always get their good ideas when they are out of office? I don’t know the answer to that question but he is right. The wars of this age are not going to be won with drones and bombs. The great battles of our time are spiritual struggles, but they are not religious wars. Those of us in the faith community have a responsibility to say that these are not religious wars. Good research shows that poverty and national pride have much more to do with these wars than religious fundamentalism. These wars are not rooted in religious fundamentalism.

My sermonic point is that love has a name. And once we know the name of love, we can beat swords into plowshares and spears into pruning hooks. Once we know the name of love we can look each other in the eye and say with sincerity in our hearts, “I would like to know your story.” This Advent Season some religious leaders around our state are circulating a letter that we hope will be published in newspapers. I want to read it. The letter is in support of Parents and Friends of gay, lesbian, bi-sexual and transgender people. The letter is not an official action of this church. If you want to sign it, please do. The letter reads:

   In recent week, bullying has apparently resulted in the deaths of at least six people under the age of 20. These tragedies have made the public aware of how each of us plays a role in creating a safe—or unsafe—place for our children, many of whom are gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender (GLBT).

   Recently PFLAG (Parents, Families and Friends of Lesbians and Gays) convened a group of faith leaders to discuss this serious issue and the recent tragedies. The dialogue focused on how we can organize or efforts to make our GLBT friends safer. Our communities need to know there are people of faith who affirm GLBT persons and their families and their allies. Now is the time for a voice of urgency and clarity so that all children and young adults will know that we, as parents, families, friends and communities, will do what we must to ensure their safety.

  During this holiday season, we wish to gift ALL members of our GLBT community with the assurance that they are not alone. We, as leaders of our faith communities, want you to know there are safe and welcoming places here for you to be who you are.

Building in new society, a new community, where love has a name, this is the vision of Isaiah. This is the message of Advent. Next Sunday, Rev. Ron McKinney will be with again to share with us a Native American perspective on the Dakota 38 plus 2. It is time to talk about the painful past and time to bring healing to the present and hope for the future. 

I will close with these words from Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. who at the time was sitting in a jail cell in Birmingham, Alabama. He had been arrested for marching in a civil rights demonstration. Eight leading clergymen, white clergy, in the community wrote a public letter to Dr. King asking him to be patient and give them more time. King wrote back his Letter from a Birmingham Jail in which he included these words,

We must come to see that human progress never rolls on wheels of inevitability. It comes through tireless effort and persistent work… and without this hard work time itself becomes an ally of the social forces of stagnation. We must use time creatively and realize that the time is always ripe to do right.

When love has a name, the time is always ripe to do right. 

Amen.

