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We are in the 8th day of Christmas.   - I suppose it’s time for 8 maids a-milking, moving toward the 12th day, or 12th night, which ends all Christmas festivities.  What can you make of those 8 maids a-milking?  Not much, I suppose.  
The 12-day season includes major feast days - St Stephen’s (12-26), St John the Evangelist (12/27), the Holy Innocents (12/28), & then Jan 1 - the Circumcision & Naming of Jesus.  The Council of Tours (AD 567) originally designated Jan 1 as a Fast day to counteract excessive feasting on the pagan Roman Saturnalia Feast on Jan 1.  But the idea of fasting during Christmastide was never popular, & “8 maids a-milking” is not exactly a fasting theme.  

Christmastide technically ends with 12th night.  In Elizabethan times this was a raucous celebration with drinking, music & caroling (“Here we come a-wassailing Among the leaves so green; Here we come a-wand’ring So fair to be seen.  Love & joy come to you, & to you your wassail too; & God bless you & send you A Happy New Year).  On the Eve of the Epiphany, Elizabethans used their Wassail (hot cider, ale, or brandy with apples & spices) to send the Christmas holidays off with a bang.  12th night parties were often a masked ball (“mumming” = diversion in disguise) with mischief making, cross dressing, servants & masters switching roles.  Shakespeare’s light-hearted comedy “12th Night” includes all that - but that’s coming on Thursday.

But for the 8th d after the birth of a new son, celebrations typically were less rowdy.  Orthodox Jewish parents, then & now, celebrated the "Brith Milah", the "covenant of circumcision" – Ashkenazis simply call it the "Bris".  With circumcision, the new boy would also receive his name, as commanded in Gn 17:9-14 for all descendants of Abraham.  The Bris was the sign of God's covenant with Israel, the promise of blessings for obedience  - & warnings about curses for disobedience, as we heard in the Old Testament lesson today.  

Now, modern medicine shows the 8th day after birth optimal for surgery, with coagulation factors & Vit K & Prothrombin at a post-partum peak, while maternal antibodies still protect the babies against infections.  Ancient Israelites had a rather good appreciation for medicine, so it would appear.  With circumcision then a boy would enter into Israel’s covenant with God.

The need for circumcision also served as a reminder that we are not born perfect - we all need surgery spiritually certainly, if not physically.  And so, the Collect of the day calls for “the true circumcision of the Spirit…that we may in all things obey God’s blessed will through Jesus Christ our Lord” – a kind of Heart Surgery that implants a spiritual desire for obedience to Christ.  This type of surgery cannot be accomplished by humans..  Instead, St Paul tells us  " it is God who works in you both to will & to do of His good pleasure" - Phil 2:13.  

In the New Testament, Circumcision is replaced by Baptism as the covenant sign.  Through the sacrament of Baptism, the Holy Spirit begins His work on us & in us - to direct our will into the design which God has for our personal lives.  And when the Holy Spirit transforms us from within, we Will manifest the Fruit of His work in our common Worship, in our personal Prayer, & our lives among family, Church & community.  The transforming work of the Holy Spirit is the life-time project of Sanctification.  For this reason, we as Anglicans, baptize babies.  We want to bring them into God’s covenant early, so to give the HS the longest possible time to change them into holy people of God.  It is also for this reason that we admit all ages to the Holy Communion, as long as communicants are baptized & committed to God. For our part, we must offer our lives -  all that we are & have - to God’s will.  Contributing to His Kingdom through our lives glorifies the Name of Jesus. 

Back to Mary & Joseph - in obedience to the Law, they took the baby Jesus to the Temple to receive his appointed name.  An Angel of the Lord had appeared to Joseph in a dream with instruction for naming the baby (Gospel).  This Name of Jesus is our theme on this 8th day of Christmas (The "Presentation" comes ~1 month later). 

Names in the Bible are prophecies, themes that could summarize a person’s life.  Matthew’s Gospel tells us that Joseph & Mary named the boy Jesus (Grk) -Yeshua (Hebrew) - “God saves, God is salvation”.  Matthew adds this as an explanation in v 21.”for He will save His people from their sins”.  Then St Matthew quotes Isaiah 7:14, the sign of the virgin birth of a son, “& they shall call His name Immanuel (which means, God with us)”.  It sounds like Mt appointed 2 names for the newborn son, but that would be a misreading.  
Is 9:6 also says “his name shall be called Wonderful, Counselor, The mighty God, The everlasting Father, The Prince of Peace”.  Isaiah didn’t mean that Jesus would be called by all these names.  The Hebrew phrase “call his name” is equivalent to, & perhaps should have been translated as “& you shall proclaim/ declare His authority as…”.  The man Jesus is Proclaimed as Emmanuel, Wonderful, The Prince of Peace - these are Titles rather than Names.  For that reason Matthew added the explanatory parentheses, v 23, “God with us”.
In his Epistle, St Pt tells us that the name Jesus is particularly significant because " there is salvation in no one else, [in] no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved."   This was not Peter's personal opinion, as he declared in his sermon in Acts 4:12.  Instead, he was filled with the Holy Spirit, speaking forth the Word of God in his sermon.  The name Jesus is like none other.  
And so, on this Feast Day, we reflect on God's covenant relationship with His people, His promise to save His people through the Name of Jesus before whom “every knee shall bow/ Every tongue confess Him King of Glory now" (Opening Hymn).  We opened our Service with these words & then end with “How sweet the Name of Jesus sounds in a believer’s ear, It soothes our sorrows, heals our wounds, & drives away our fear” - this is God’s promise to us 

Now, today’s Epistle amplifies God’s call to His people for obedience & righteousness.  The OT Lesson emphasized that God’s commandments are not too hard to hear & do.  But the Epistle speaks of Christ who enables us for obedience, leading to eternal salvation.  A profession of faith in Christ is the key that leads to Sanctification in the believer’s life & thus to obedience & Salvation.  The process of sanctification is a slow work, progressing toward conformation to the Image of Christ.  With every failure/sin, the Holy Spirit calls us back through repentance & commitment to a “new life, following the cmts of God, & walking from henceforth in His holy ways” (Invitation BCP p75).  This is also our invitation as we move into 2023 on this 8th d of Christmas.
Bible numerology views the number 8 as promising a "new beginning" - the #7 (perfection/ completion) +1.  The same occurs in a musical octave - same letter notes, an octave higher or lower.  The number equivalent of the name Jesus (Grk IESOUS) yields the sum of 888, the triple new beginning of the Holy Trinity, 111 x 8.  In Jesus Christ, the Holy Trinity manifests the Ultimate New Beginning through Redemption & holiness of God’s people.

Finally, on this 8th day of Christmas, as we face the new yr 2023, we wonder What lies ahead?  Many predictions have been made for the year - many of them anticipating troubles & hardships ahead.  Some claim to be authoritative, like predictions by the astrologer, Reda Wigle, published in the NY Post.  She claims predictions based on the 16th c mystic Nostradamus, who presumably foretold Hitler’s rise to power in the 1930’s, the 9/11 attack in 2001, & even the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020.  Wigle’s predictions through Nostradamus, include the beginning of World War 3, & the coming of the Antichrist.  I have not fact-checked any of this.  Then there are predictable “predictions” about climate crises, financial & economic breakdowns.  
Some predictions are absurd/amusing,such as Dimitry Medvedev’s vision of a 4th Reich emerging in Europe that will war against France.  For the US he sees civil war coming with CA & TX separating as independent states.  I have found 1 sensible prediction.  Charles Hugh Smith writes “let's strip it all down to 1 prediction: everyone's predictions will be wrong - because 2023 isn't going to follow anyone's script”.
Biblical numerologist might note that the no 23 portends trouble.  The sum of 10 (God’s Law) plus 13 (depraved & rebellious heart of man) = Death (Romans 1:28-32 - lists 23 specific evils that lead to death).  Other number combinations for 23 yield equally gloomy views.  But the no 20 in 2,000 represents Redemption -  more in keeping with our Christian hope.  Perhaps our Redemption through Christ will appear sometimes this century.  For 2023, we want to look beyond the present troubles & challenges, to the light of God’s promises, received through the Name of Jesus - as we sing in the Closing Hymn, v2, 
He “makes the wounded spirit whole, & calms the troubled breast; 
‘Tis manna to the hungry soul, & to the weary rest.”  AMEN. 
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