
Rev. Scott Marrese-Wheeler October 1, 2017 

(17th Sunday after Pentecost) 
“God’s Name” 

 
Exodus 3:1-15 

 
 “Call me Ishmael...”  So begins Henry Melville’s classic novel - Moby 

Dick.  These three words make up one of the most famous opening lines to any 
novel ever written. 

 

 Ishmael, as we know, is also the name given to Abraham’s first son, born 
to Hagar, Sarah’s handmaid.  The name Ishmael means:  God hears. 

 
 What is your name? Who named you and why did they give you your 

particular name? 
 

 My name is Scott Thomas.  My parents named me Scott after President 
Benjamin Scott Harrison whose grandparents, President William Henry Harrison 

and his wife, Sarah, helped found the church my father served when I was 
born and where Benjamin Scott Harrison was, like me, baptized.  Thomas was 

my father’s middle name.   
 

 Today, I go by Scott, Pastor Scott, Mr. M-W, or as the students call me, 
MDubs.  

 

 What is the story of behind your name? 
 

 Our names are important to us.  They help shape our identity. In them, 
we know something of who we are, who we are related to, what our roles are 

in life.  Our names also help us understand our life story. 
 

 There is also power in knowing a name.  Long before the Bible was 
written down, people felt knowing a person’s name gave you power over a 

them -  to bless or curse them.  Some thought you could even exercise control 
over a demon or a god if you knew its name.       

 
 Take Jacob for instance.  Jacob means “holder of heel” because he was 

born holding the heel of his twin brother, Esau.  It also means “supplanter” 
because Jacob twice supplanted his brother out the family birth rights.   

 

 But Jacob, is also given a new name, after he wrestles with the 
mysterious stranger by the river Jabbok?   In the midst of their struggle, Jacob 

demanded to know the mysterious stranger’s name.  He never found out.   
Instead, this mysterious stranger dislocates Jacob’s hip, blesses him, and 

controls him, by giving him a new name - Israel, “For you have striven with 
God and with humans and prevailed.”   

 
 We also know that Moses means “I drew him out of the water”.   



 

 But what about the name of the “Stranger” or the voice who called to 
Abraham to leave his family and go?  By what name do we know this 

mysterious One?   
 

 In our story today, we learn the name of the One who calls to Moses 
from the burning bush.  This Mysterious One who knows Moses’ name, when 

asked by Moses by what name he should use if asked who sent me, God says:  
“I Am”.   

 
 Shakespeare said:  “A rose by another other name...would smell as 

sweet.”  
 

 But what about God? Do we know God by any other name?  
 

 In her book, In God’s Name, Rabbi Sandy Eisenberg Sasso offers us 

many different names people of faith have used to describe God: Source of 
Life, Creator, Redeemer, My Rock, Healer, Ancient One, Comforter, 

Shepherd, Maker of Peace, Mother, Father, Friend.    
 

 How many of these names or similar ones have you used when speaking 
about God? 

 
 There are many different names for God that were used by the people 

who were the original sources of what we call the Hebrew Scriptures or Old 
Testament.   

 
 According to one source:   “The most frequently used names are 

YHWH (no vowels), it is usually rendered as Yahweh (ca. 6,800 times).  
This is the name used in Genesis 1.  Jehovah (Lord) is the name for God used 

in the second Creation story which is told in Genesis 2.  Other names for God 

are:  “Elohim (ca. 2,600 times); Adonai (ca. 439 times); and El (ca. 238 
times).  Most of the other names are combinations of these names like 

El Shaddai, El Eloah, and Yahweh Elohim.  The most commonly used 
names for God in the Hebrew and Protestant Bibles are Ha-Shem - 

(meaning "the Name") which is used in the modern Jewish Masoretic 
Text translations of the Tanach) and Jehovah.”  (Agape Online Bible 

Study) 
 

 Many of these names have made it into the hymns we sing about God, 
like our closing hymn, #281 - Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah.    

 
 Father Richard Rohr, a Franciscan friar and founder of The Center for 

Action and Contemplation, says that the name YHWH was understood to be 
the breath, or spirit, we breathed in and out - YH (in), WH (out).  Try it.  Do 

you hear it.   

 
 One scholar, Jon Dabach, said:  “The name you choose to call 

someone by indicates the relationship you have with them.” (Aish.com) 



 

 Think about the names you have for people you know and love, people 
who are less familiar to you, even strangers.   Now, think about the names you 

have for God.  Have you ever thought about how your use of the names for 
God indicates the type of relationship you have with God?   

 
 Dabach went on to say, “Knowing God is infinite should humble us 

and remind us of the endless limitations we have as humans.” 
(Aish.com) 

 
 There are many names we have come to know something of God by, 

sacred names, holy names, intimate and at times, mysterious names.  Names 
we use in prayer, in song, in praise and celebration, in the depth of our 

sorrows.  In times of war and peace, in anger and reconciliation.  What names 
are running through your heart and mind right now?   

 

 I love that at the end of her book, Rabbi Sasso, has the people all look in 
to the reflective waters - where they see the rich diversity of the others around 

them, and together they said a name that might best describe our limited 
ability to name God - One.    

 
 There is another name that goes with the name - One.  That name is 

Love.  “God is love and those who love abide in God and God in them.”  
(1 John 16)  

 
 The late Brian Doyle, writes this poem, Poem for a Dear Friend.  I 

leave it with you in closing:    
 

I don’t tell you how much it matters to me that you are my friend. 
I’ll never tell you, bluntly and face to face. I can’t summon words 

That way. They only come to my fingers occasionally if I’m silent 

And give up thinking. Our fingers are a lot smarter than we know. 
Like today when my fingers want to say something like: your gifts 

To me have been ears and humor. We speak some strange language 
That few other people speak. I don’t know why that’s so. It’s surely 

An accident. It’s not like we set out to find each other in the tumult 
Of this sweet wilderness. But we did somehow. You can put names 

On the finding if you want. The names all mean the same thing. An 
Old name is Providence, which is another way to say God, which is 

A way to say We Have No Idea How, But We Are Aware of Grace. 
There are more names for God than we’ll ever know, and one is you. 

             (Christian Century magazine; January 23, 2014) 
 

 There are more names for God than we’ll ever know, and one is you.  
And you, reflecting the image of the great “I Am” who is Love seems like the 

best name of all.  “I Am who I Am” and who I am and who you are is “Love”.   

 
 May we live into the one true name of us all.  Amen.  

 


