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Introduction 
 
1. Naming people and things is tricky business. Scary business. If for no other reason because 

words carry meaning and when we name something we are taking the risk of bringing clarity to 
what the person or thing means now and what it is going to mean in the future. Naming babies, for 
instance. That can be really difficult, right? You have to ask questions such as “what does it rhyme 
with that might cause our child ridicule? Is there any person in history with that name who was a 
sociopath?  
 
My wife Holly and I found naming our children to be a wild, unpredictable and crazy mash up of 
idea exchange and family politics. Don’t get me wrong, we love our children’s names, but it was 
not an easy process with both names coming down to last minute decisions. I did learn one trick 
along the way—lobby Holly’s mother for the names I liked best. Yeah, that positioned my favorites 
for success in both campaigns. And, they did feel like campaigns, but nothing like a naming 
campaign I was charged to lead in recent months. 

 
2. This campaign makes baby naming look like child’s play. I have the scars to prove it! I am talking 

about the process of our neighborhood business association collaborating with a seemingly 
endless array of stakeholders to rename the part of downtown Minneapolis where the church 
building is centrally located. For those who might not now, I work bi-vocationally at First Covenant 
and as a civic leader in the downtown business community. The backstory of the district naming 
campaign is that the community was concerned that the construction of the new stadium was 
going to trigger powerful forces from the outside seeking to re-name our area the “stadium district” 
or some other designation that only reflected one aspect of our side of downtown that 
encompasses 10,000 people living in two official neighborhoods (Downtown East with the Mill 
District and Elliot Park, which the church is in) and nearly 300 institutions ranging from small 
business, to a regional medical center, to global corporations.  
 

[ONSCREEN] 
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3. Adding to our challenge is the fact that Elliot Park and Downtown East have very different 
demographics and economic perspectives. Downtown East residents have average incomes over 
$100,000 a year and Elliot Park residents less than $30,000 a year. How could we possible knit 
these two neighborhoods together? We weren’t exactly sure how, but we knew we had to have 
the courage to work on it with urgency because an unprecedented two and a half billion dollars of 
redevelopment was flowing to our side of downtown in less than a five-year period of time. And, 
the community wanted to make ensure that we wouldn’t lose our voice in the growth and, yes, 
even have a say in the name of our area. So, like naming a baby in complicated and layered 
family systems, or re-naming an expanding company, we committed to re-branding and renaming 
ourselves.  
 
It all sounded so good and felt so exciting….two years ago. 
 

4. We wrote grants, recruited pro bono work from a communication firm, and started the process. At 
first people showed great interest and most everyone was enthusiastic…until we moved from 
studying how others do it to actually committing to ideas, words and naming values of our own. 
Yikes, that was when we ran into the buzz saw of public opinion! We sought to garnish broader 
input through surveys and even through the local press who I reached out to with the full narrative 
as to why we were doing what we were doing and a long list of possible names…and, in the end, 
most media outlets left out the process and merely printed the names to throw things at like a dart 
board in a bar.  
 

5. For instance, one outlier name was “SOFA” as in “South of Fifth Avenue.” City Pages published 
an article titled, “We paid for a billion-dollar stadium and all we get is a crappy ‘SOFA?’” In the end 
and after hundreds of hours of engagement and wordsmithing our shared values, the collective 
voice of the community said “we want East in the name, don’t get too smarty pants about what 
you attach to it and, oh, it better work with all of the other named assets in our neighborhoods 
such as The Commons.”  
 
Good luck with that, right? Well, just as what happened in the 1930s when multiple neighborhoods 
in South Minneapolis came together and re-named the area “Uptown” we landed on: 
 

[ONSCREEN] 
 

 
 
East Town, Minneapolis. Its vibrant, multifaceted and connected. And, it’s where you belong! The 
graphic represents the convergence of multiple East Town public amenities including the green 
presence of The Commons park, the coming together of the Blue and Green Light Rail lines, and 
the letter “E” in thin script with a line that winds around in a circular motion connecting the many 
streetscapes and iconic features of East Town together.  
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6. A few lessons that I learned along the way include: 
 

• Feeling out of control in a sea of public opinion was a daily experience and we had to keep 
grounding ourselves as to why we were doing this naming exercise.  

• Naming something requires that you think about the deeper narrative you want to see come 
to fruition before giving it a name.  

• Naming something demands risk and invites criticism. And, there is no way around 
criticism.  A few people are going to love your name. Most people will not be really sure, but 
give it a pass and wait and see how things turn out. And, some very loud people think your 
name is the dumbest idea ever.  

• The most authentic names reflect current reality and a desired future.  
• It is a best practice to gain community input and allow the new name to emerge at a grass 

roots level so people have ownership and attach to it over time. 
• The work of naming something is really hard work, but the true hard work comes after 

naming something, because it is only over time that something either becomes or doesn’t 
become the desired narrative the name was attached to at the beginning of the envisioning 
process. 

 
7. I share all of this because it’s important to know about the neighborhood and area that we are 

planted in and because today’s Advent text is the account of Joseph naming Jesus. It is 
impossible to make direct parallels between naming the Son of God and naming an area of a 
metropolitan downtown, but there are some fascinating dynamics to pay attention to in Joseph’s 
story that are relevant to the dynamics of committing to naming and framing not only 
neighborhoods, but even the day to day aspects of our own life journey. 
 
Gospel biographer Matthew recounts Joseph’s story this way: 

 
18 This is how the birth of Jesus the Messiah came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be 
married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be pregnant through the 
Holy Spirit. 19 Because Joseph her husband was faithful to the law, and yet did not want to 
expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly. 
20 But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, 
“Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is 
conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 21 She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him 
the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” 
22 All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: 23 “The virgin will 
conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” (which means “God with 
us”). 
24 When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took 
Mary home as his wife. 25 But he did not consummate their marriage until she gave birth to a 
son. And he gave him the name Jesus. 

Matthew 1:18-25 (NIV) 
 
 
 
 



Advent 2016 “Naming Hope”  © 2016 Dan Collison  Page 4 

Some observation here:  
 

• First, Joseph felt so out of control with his life circumstances that it took an angel from God to 
convince him to not send his fiancé’ away. 

• Second, and biblical scholars point this out, in Joseph’s time it was the responsibility of the 
legal father to name their child and establish the official status of family line. Matthew points 
out that Joseph was a “son of David”, a phrase indicating his family lineage linked all the way 
back in Jewish history to famous King David, through whom it had been foretold a messiah 
would come. So, it was Joseph’s adoption of Jesus, a child not of his conception, that 
designated Jesus as a “son of David” as the Hebrew tradition had promised.1  

• Next, Joseph gave his adopted child the name “Yeshua” or “Jesus”, which is the Greek name 
for “Joshua” which means “God Saves.”2 

• And, finally, when sowing together all of the gospel narratives about Jesus’ birth we know that 
his name and the proclamation of his birth was as grass roots and community based as it 
gets—shepherds, innkeepers and family members. The meaning of Jesus’ name would only 
come to mean something over time as he walked the dusty roads of Judea, Samaria, and 
Galilee.   

 
In all of this we have to acknowledge and admire the courage of Joseph to go against the grain of 
pretty much everything in his world including his family’s traditions and religion, in order to do the right 
thing, which was taking Jesus as his own, and name him for what he meant at his birth, and what he 
would become in the future that was yet to be lived. 
 
This is important: To name something is to frame its meaning now and for the unseen future. This is 
what Advent is all about. So, let’s talk first about how naming is framing “what is.” 
 
Naming is Framing What is 
 
1. It is cleansing to simply name things for what they are, even if they are a complicated mess like 

the predicament that Joseph found himself in. It is important to simply stop and name what we are 
feeling. Just call it out: “I’m tired and need more rest...and something has to give.” “This 
relationship is toxic and needs to come to an end.” “The business deal I have spent months on 
may be good for me personally, but bad for everyone else and unethical.” “I am addicted to this 
thing that is ruining my life.” Or, “I don’t have what I need to succeed in my work and need to go 
back to school.”  
 
Like Joseph had outside help, though, we also need outside perspective to get an accurate read 
on reality. Just as it took an angel and no doubt Mary’s direct input to inform what Joseph 
ultimately decided to do, so we should never frame what we think reality is on our own because 
feelings are temporary and can cloud our vision and sometimes can be downright wrong, a little 
like what I encountered in on a bus ride last week.  
 
 
 

                                                
1 France, R.T.. The Gospel of Matthew (New International Commentary on the New Testament) (p. 48). Eerdmans 
Publishing Co - A. Kindle Edition.  
2 http://biblehub.com/greek/2424.htm 
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2. I am what is called a “multi-modal commuter” which means I use many modes of transportation to 
go to where I need to go. I walk, use bike, bus, light rail, and car sharing to go to my appointments 
with my bike being my preferred mode of transportation. When it gets as cold as it has been in the 
last two weeks I tend to use the bus more by placing my bike on the rack of the bus so I can still 
bicycle short distances where public transit connections are more challenging. 
 

3. I was riding the bus on Tuesday and as we were pulling up to a stop the driver pounded on his 
horn for a substantial amount of time because there was a bicycler wrestling with his bike in the 
path of the bus. The bus stopped abruptly before hitting the biker and then the biker loaded his 
bike on the bus rack and entered the bus, at which time the driver gave him an earful about how 
dangerous it is to be in the path of an oncoming bus. To which the biker started yelling, “I had 
snow on my tires and needed to knock the snow off, which I couldn’t do on the sidewalk, so I had 
to do it in the road.” To which the driver said “but that is dangerous and a bus might hit you…” to 
which the biker said, “But, I had to knock the snow off and that was the ONLY place I could do it.” 
“But, that will get you killed,” “But, I had to get the snow off my tires or else I would…” (You get the 
idea) 
 
That argument lasted for a few minutes before the bus driver just gave up. I was astonished at 
how one person’s view of reality could be so very different than another’s’ and how the biker 
couldn’t see that their view of reality was indeed going to get them killed. And, like the cyclist, we 
can unnecessarily misunderstand reality because we are so in our own headspace that we are not 
paying attention to our surroundings and the voices of others in our lives who can help us, who 
even want to help us. 

 
4. David Whyte is a poet who once wrote: “Your great mistake is to act the drama as if you were 

alone. As if life were a progressive and cunning crime with no witness to the tiny hidden 
transgressions. To feel abandoned is to deny the intimacy of your surroundings…”3 He then went 
on to write about how we need to be fully awake to all that is around us, the people, the voices, 
even simple physical things that ground us in reality.  
 
I appreciate this because our thoughts need to include the perspective of others in order to grasp 
reality, help us find equilibrium, and even help us navigate to healthier pathways. So, when life 
feels out of control, the first step is facing reality and name it with the help of others. Then, 
equipped with clarity, we can go a step further to name what we want to become in the future. 

 
Naming is Framing What is to Come 
 
1. Joseph and Mary named Jesus for what he was going to become. And, in the Advent season it is 

important for Christ followers to remember that we always look toward the future with hope, even 
when we struggle to find a shred of hope in front of us in the now like what a family Christmas 
card recently reflected. I love year end Christmas cards, but I sometimes wonder about how 
honest everyone is in their recounting 2016. Not the card we received on Saturday. Above a 
beautiful family photo it said, “2016. We Survived.” The end of the card read: “May your holidays 
be filled with comfort and joy…and here’s hoping 2017 doesn’t suck.” 
 
 

                                                
3 http://www.onbeing.org/program/david-whyte-the-conversational-nature-of-reality/transcript/8581 
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Pretty honest, right?! And a very good reason why Christians throughout history have spoken of 
Advent as a time of three comings of Christ: “In the flesh in Bethlehem, in our hearts daily, and in 
glory at the end of time.”4 It is sublime to reflect on God in flesh in the baby Jesus, but the 
Christmas birth experience burns off pretty quickly in the fires of our day to day life where Christ 
followers (beyond the normal struggles) are struggling to enact compassion, mercy, and justice 
against all forms of violence such persecution of people’s race, religious identity,  sexual 
orientation, not to mention domestic violence, human trafficking, the well-being of children, 
ruination of the earth, and all that destroys the fabric of God’s beautiful reality.  
 

2. This is a hard time and why Author Parker Palmer put things this way: 
 

“…I haven’t felt (this way) since the late 1960s and Vietnam, (we) are feeling like strangers in a 
strange land. Their question, my question, is simple: how do we celebrate Christmas at a time 
when it’s hard to believe that its core message of love and peace is anything more than pious 
prattling that will not reach or touch the Powers that Be — and may in fact provide cover for 
their growing compendium of crimes against decency, sanity, and humanity? After all, many of 
them claim to be acting under God’s guidance, though some of us believe they’re listening to 
the Other Guy.” 

 
In this time of conflict and unknowing by many who even call themselves Christians, we have to 
frame now and what is to come in terms of the same hope Joseph had when his life appeared to 
be falling apart and soon after was even chased by a mad king wanting to take the life of his 
adopted son. With the help of God and others Joseph was able to ground his being in the reality 
that the Creator of all things does not remain at a distance, but is Immanuel, God with us now and 
forever. And, we can do the same because, as the Scriptures tell us the Spirit of God is a present 
help in time of trouble—for both our smaller personal matters and the larger social matters of our 
time and in the future to come. 

 
3. I recently studied a provocative interpretation and call to hope regarding the New Testament idea 

of the “Second coming of Christ” where Scripture texts typically get framed in the negative. Jesus 
and the Apostle Paul discussed the presence of God coming to us in Christ, in the “now” and, 
mystically, at a very distant unknown time perhaps as dramatic as the origins of the universe with 
the big bang. Jesus first, then Paul in reflection used the metaphor of God coming like a “surprise 
thief”5  
 
Without getting too deep in the weeds I need to say that the theology of the second coming of 
Christ is a very complex topic that typically goes in two directions in Advent: one direction is an 
escapist and “turn or burn the world is coming to an end tomorrow” direction that is life sucking, 
environment trashing, and short sighted. The second direction is total avoidance of the topic of the 
return of Christ because of the turn or burn direction and because it is a wildly complex topic that 
has been debated throughout Christian history and only recently (like the last 100 years) has 
become a sensationalized topic that sells fictional books and movies. 
 

                                                
4 Pfatteicher, Philip H., "Journey into the Heart of God: Living the Liturgical Year", Oxford University Press, 2013 ISBN 
9780199997145 
 
5 Luke 12:32-40 and 1 Thessalonians 5:1-3. 
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4. I am captivated by Christian voices6 that interpret the “thief in the night” metaphor seeking to 
engage a more holistically framing of the nature of God in time and space. God as creator and 
lover of all is not the kind of thief that comes to harm and steal something from us, but rather, God 
is a “Divine Surprise” more like a cat burglar who shows up, sometimes silently and tip toing, 
seeking to disrupt our false thinking and embrace us with unfettered love. And, the intention is that 
God seeks to steal that which we do not need so that we are more free to lean into that which 
gives life, and hope, and love. 

 
Conclusion 
 
1. So, if God were to appear in your home and surprise you in the darkness of night, interrupt your 

dreams and slumber or in some cases bust into your nightmares, or your thoughts as you 
commute to work, or your prayers for loved ones, what would God find? Would God find 
hopelessness squatting like an unemptied trash can in your kitchen smelly and wafting a stench 
throughout the house of your thought life? Or, would the Divine Thief find you naming that which is 
and that which is to come with hope? 

 
2. The past three weeks of Advent our two Visual Artists in Residence, Heather and Lisa Albinson, 

have been slowly and meticulously building this year’s advent art. Skeins of yarn have been 
strung, wrapped and woven between nails and embroidery looms. The theme of this year’s 
advent, “A Long Awaited Hope”, has lead us to wonder— who is the bearer of hope? And while 
Jesus is the original bearer of hope, it is up to us to choose to name hope and bear hope.  
 

3. The artists have gathered a multitude of materials for us to use to meditate on. We invite you to 
take a piece of cloth, ribbon, wool, whatever draws your attention, and as you hold it in your hand, 
use that time and observation to contemplate what naming home means to you in this season. 
And, what it means for you to own your own role as a bearer of hope in the world. Maybe it is 
some person you yearn to have more hope for. Maybe it is some cause. Maybe it is your 
marriage. Perhaps a child.  
 

4. Whatever it may be, come forward while the musicians provide music and interact with this blank 
canvas of yarn, and weave your object into the fabric of this piece, wherever and however you 
like, and help us create a unique image of who is here, and what each of us brings to the 
conversation and community in our own individual ways. 

 
Benediction 
 
Please feel free to continue interacting with the yarn art after the benediction. In this fourth week of 
Advent and as our new week begins, may we have the courage to name what feels out of control in 
our lives and frame the way we look at our futures with hope. And, if the Divine Thief sneaks into our 
space, that we welcome God’s presence and let God name that which needs to be let go such that 
we are more free to love. 
 
Go in peace. Amen. 

                                                
6 https://cac.org/the-divine-thief-in-the-night/ and http://www.jasonstaples.com/bible/misinterpreted-bible-passages-4-that-
day-will-come-like-a-thief/ (accessed 12-17-16) 


