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As we prepare to turn our attention to Scripture now, I want to let you know that we’re going to spend 

the next few Sundays here in this season of Advent, or I should say Happy New Year.  Might sound odd 

that I would say that, but liturgically speaking this is part of the New Year in the Christian Calendar, the 

Liturgical Calendar, the first four weeks of which are Advent, four Sundays to do our very best to be 

ready  - right?  We’re going to linger in a passage from Isaiah, the ninth chapter, versus 6 and 7.  You 

might think, “I don’t know those words,” but I’ll bet you do.  I bet you know them by heart, and I bet 

that some of you have sung them more times than you can even count.  So, we’re going to linger in 

these words for the good that it can do to help us be truly ready to reflect upon scripture, to hold our 

own experiences, to measure our own reason and be in touch with our traditions, all of these things 

along the way to prepare our hearts and our minds as we embrace the hopes and the fears of all the 

years.  These passages from Isaiah will frame these weeks as I say.  So, I want to invite you to listen with 

new ears to hear a passage that may be familiar to you now. 

 

(Lindy reads Isaiah 9:6-7.) 

 

As we begin, I would invite you, as I have over the last several weeks to feel free to use the back side of 

the Weekly Inspire.  If you just fold it in half twice, there’s a little block on the back where we list some 

sermon resources, but we also make a little space there for you to make some notes along the way, 

either of something you hear in the worship service, or, more importantly, something that you think of 

on your own.  If you want to remember that or take it home with you, you have better odds if you write 

it down.  Then just fold it up and put it in your pocket and take it home with you. 

 

As we prepare for this word, let us bow together in prayer.  Gracious and loving God, as a gift of your 

Spirit send the light of Christ upon each and every one of us that we might shine that light in the 

darkness of this world as you have called us to.  We pray in Jesus’ name.  Amen. 

 

So, I’m going to ask you a question now, and I’m going to ask you the same question later.  Do you have 

a nickname?  I mean you personally.  Are you one of the people who has a nickname?  If so, maybe just 

raise your hand like, yah, you have a nickname.  Okay, now, keep your hand up if you like that nickname.  

Okay, they’re still mostly up there like that.  Okay.  Good enough.  So, that’s a pretty good turnout, 

actually.  Those of you who didn’t raise your hand, do you know someone who has a nickname?   Now, 

your hands should go up because if you know me, I have a nickname –right?  The one that you know of 

is JR.  Can’t say most of the other nicknames in church, but that’s another day.  I had a friend in Ohio 

who had this funny habit of giving himself nicknames, and they were flattering nicknames.  I just have to 

tell you – it doesn’t work that way.  As we talk about nicknames, we can all earn nicknames, but we 

don’t usually get to give them to ourselves.  Now, the word nickname actually comes from two Middle 

English words from about the year 1300 or so.  The first word is eke, e-k-e, and then name, and over 

time people would casually say that someone had an “eke name,” and the word sort of got conflated or 



combined or put on top of one another and became “ekename,” and then the pronunciation sort of 

changed over the years into what we refer to as a nickname.   

 

Now, I wish it was all that easy, and we could just move on, but, alas, it is not because there are 

different kinds of nicknames.  There are sobriquets and monikers.  Now, my nickname, JR, is a classic 

moniker.  It takes something formal, like John and Ross and makes it informal – JR.  A more familiar 

moniker would be like the name William becoming Bill or Billy or Will or Willy.  Now, a sobriquet is more 

of a title, an epithet of sorts, a descriptive term for someone like Alexander the Great- right?  And when 

added to a name, like an appendage – “the Great” – we call those cognomens.  All right?  How are we 

doing so far?  Glad you came out in the snow?  Because I’m just getting started.  Sobriquets, monikers, 

cognomens – these are all nicknames, sort of like lions and tigers and bears are all animals. 

 

Now, we ascribe nicknames to individual people – right? – like Elvis was the King of Rock and Roll, but 

we also ascribe nicknames to large groups of people.  Like Buckeye Nation, for example comes to mind.   

We ascribe - (I just got a hiss from the west transept.)  We ascribe nicknames to places of significance, 

like the Land of 10,000 Lakes or the Windy City or the Holy Land.  We ascribe nicknames to landmarks 

like Big Ben or Old Faithful.  We ascribe nicknames to boats.  I heard a good one after the last service.  

Someone said they saw the name of a boat, “Liquid Assets.”   I think that’s good, but even to scientific 

theories, like The Big Bang or planets, like the Red Planet.  Now, don’t get me started on all the 

nicknames my wife has for our dogs, because we’d be here until next Advent, but, again, that’s for 

another day as well.   

 

The Bible is full of nicknames, or it’s at least full of people with nicknames.  We have, early on in the 

Book of Genesis, Nimrod.  His nickname was the Mighty Hunter, but going on from there all the way 

through – Jeremiah, the Weeping Prophet; David, the Shepherd King; Solomon the Wise; John the 

Baptist; John the Beloved; Simon the Zealot; and Peter the – this is your queue – The Rock.  You got it.  

Well done –right? Peter The Rock.  It’s a nickname.  Now, nobody had more names in Scripture than 

Jesus – Messiah, Lamb of God, Lion of Judah, Son of Man.  I mean, I could go on and on.  It would take 

minutes to remember them all.  It’s a good time, also, to remind you that when we refer to Jesus Christ, 

Christ is not his last name.  Christ is a title.  It’s Jesus, the Christ.  Jesus, the Messiah.   

 

Now, what about these four names that we get from Isaiah, chapter 9?   The ones maybe you didn’t 

think you knew, but you do know.  Wonderful Counselor.  Mighty God.  Everlasting Father.  Prince of 

Peace.  Say them with me.  Wonderful Counselor.  Mighty God.  Everlasting Father.  Prince of Peace.  

These don’t fit so neatly into any of the categories of nicknames, primarily because they came before 

Jesus was even born.  Remember, Isaiah is a Jewish prophet living seven hundred years before Jesus was 

even born.  He was living in the time of the Kings of Judah.  How could he ascribe names for someone he 

had not met?  Sure, he was an oracle.  He was a prophet.  He was make a prediction.  He was creating 

anticipation – but, for what?   Well, beginning with the early Church, the followers of The Way and 

Christians – by the way those are all nicknames for the same group – early Church, followers of The 

Way, Christians.  Beginning with that early Church, we have taken hold of the name above all names and 

expressed those many names in art, poetry and music.  To describe the indescribable, to name the 

unnamable we reach back into scripture and to experience and to tradition.  We reach into everything 

we can to get a hold, and there are few more memorable, accessible and yet complex nicknames -  or 



names – for Jesus than those of Isaiah 9:6.  Wonderful Counselor.  Mighty God.  Everlasting Father.  

Prince of Peace. 

 

George Frederic Handel, in his masterpiece Messiah, is probably most responsible for many of us 

knowing Isaiah 9, but Handel, along with the King James Version of the Bible, made a critical mistake 

with the first of these four nicknames by placing a comma between the two words Wonderful and 

Counselor.  It totally changes the meaning, and any and every respectable Biblical scholar you could ask 

would agree that there is no comma between those two words, that they are to be taken as a single title 

– Wonderful Counselor, a single name if you would, but even as a single name, we do well to take them 

separately in our understanding – Wonderful Counselor.  So, Counselor first.  Unlike our use of the word 

counselor today, which we think of as somebody that we’d go to for help or guidance or assistance, or 

maybe even a legal representative as a counselor, or maybe that person who goes and stays in a cabin 

with our kids at summer camp – right?  That’s what we think of when we think of the word counselor, 

but for Isaiah it would have been very different from that.  It would have been much more about a 

capacity to plan, the ability to administer, to execute policy.  Remember, again, Isaiah, a prophet in the 

time of the kings.  It was the exercise of governing for the benefit of all the people.   

 

Counselor.  What kind of counselor?  A Wonderful Counselor.  Wonderful is a modifier for the noun 

Counselor to suggest extraordinary abilities in that regard.  Now, some people, including a very gifted 

and very bright member of this congregation, who will remain nameless, but his initials are Ron Troxel – 

Ron is a retired Biblical professor from the University of Wisconsin.  He and a lot of other people look at 

those terms, and they think there might be a more accurate translation in the words Planner of 

Wonders.  By and large that’s accepted.  There’ll be a new translation of the Bible coming forth that will 

probably use that phrase instead of Wonderful Counselor.  As a preacher - with all due respect to the 

scholars in the house, as a preacher, I know sometimes is not just what we say but how we say it.  So, 

I’m sticking with Wonderful Counselor.  I just think it roles.  So, Wonderful Counselor, in either case, 

Isaiah can help us understand Jesus, and that’s the whole point of Advent, for in our understanding, we 

are better prepared to fully receive Jesus and to receive Jesus all anew, as if we’d never heard the story 

before, as if we’d never tried to live into it before, to receive it and to ask ourselves, “What does this 

mean for me, for my life, for my family, for my community, for my neighborhood and for my world?” 

Walter Brueggemann, who’s sort of a theological rock-star in our world, and one who had a nickname 

when I was in seminary.  We used to call him Uncle Walter because he had that uncle sort of role in so 

many people’s lives.  Uncle Walter wrote a wonderful Advent study called Names for the Messiah in 

which he takes up the task of Isaiah 9:6 and 7.  This series is based upon that work, and according to 

Uncle Walter, the name Wonderful Counselor helps the early Church understand who Jesus was, and 

can still help us today in three really specific ways, and I’m going to go briefly with all of them.  First of 

all, the wisdom of Jesus.  Secondly just how extraordinary he was, and then the ways in which he 

challenged the status quo. 

The wisdom of Jesus as the Wonderful Counselor became clear at a very early age.  You recall Luke’s 

second chapter.  It moves immediately from the birth narrative that we all love, and, you know, we love 

to sink into Luke’s birth narrative, but it moves very quickly into the childhood of Jesus when it is written 

that “the child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom and the favor of God.  He increased in 



wisdom and in stature.”   Now, Paul, as much as any New Testament author would point to a unique 

wisdom as well, a wisdom that we even can see in the cross itself, a wisdom, according to his letter in 

Corinth to the people of Corinth, that contradicts the foolishness of the world.  The wisdom of Jesus is 

not only in word.  It is also in deed.  Time and time again, his actions simply stun the people who witness 

them.  His wisdom startles them, and they say things like, “Go and tell everyone.  Go and tell them the 

good deeds that we’ve seen and heard.  The blind have sight, the lame can walk, the lepers are clean, 

the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news,” all of this growing from a deep 

wisdom that was truly unique, a wisdom that was wonderful. 

Now, his wisdom, then is what set him apart.  It’s what made him truly extraordinary, extraordinary 

especially compared to the Scribes and some of the other leaders of his time, teaching in the temple as a 

young person, especially before his formal ministry.  It’s written in Luke also that, “All who heard were 

amazed.  Even his parents saw him and were astonished.”  He was extraordinary.  He was a little extra 

ordinary.  So, in some ways he was totally ordinary, but he was extraordinary, once again, not only for 

his teaching and understanding but for the contrarian nature of the content of his speech, relative to the 

authorities of the day.  Jesus quickly became a surprising alternative to the establishment.  As radical 

and as prescriptive as Isaiah’s names, Jesus was ushering in a new and extraordinary way.  Now, if only 

the people of the time only knew how to apply royalty to such an unconventional leadership.  Royalty 

was a category that people used to separate Jesus apart as King Jesus, even all the way until he died 

with the placard “King of the Jews” above him, yet another nickname, but one clearly ascribed with 

irony, hatred and with violence.   

 

Nevertheless, this wisdom and this extraordinary presence would lead to his ability to challenge the 

status quo of his day.  He would live up to Isaiah’s nickname of Wonderful Counselor by standing up to 

the status quo, the powers of violence and oppression, the establishment.  Jesus desired peace over 

violence, prosperity over scarcity, justice over oppression, freedom over slavery, and it was all in the 

context of an occupying force from Rome.  In that way, Jesus was the long-expected Jesus, born to set 

his people free.  Sound familiar?  He was long expected because of the very environment into which he 

was born, and Luke places us squarely into this context in one of those passages that becomes way too 

familiar to us, especially this time of year when we hear these words, “In those days a decree went out 

from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered,” and we immediately think of Linus –

right? – and Peanuts.  No, we have to take this so much more seriously because it speaks to the context 

into which Jesus was born.  A decree went out – a mandate.  Everybody had to go home to be counted, 

and this was first done while Quirinius was governor of Syria, and all went to their towns to be counted.  

In the midst of that occupying force.  But Jesus said, “No, there’s a better way.”  And Jesus would lead 

people against that status quo, and he would lead them in ways that he didn’t expect, and we know that 

it would take us to part of the story that we didn’t expect. 

 

Even long before that, even still in his mother’s womb, Jesus was challenging the status quo, and we 

know it just by the words of a pregnant Mary who, like most mothers knew before anyone else, and she 

wrote it in her magnificent Magnificat.  She wrote, “He has scattered the proud in their conceit.  He has 

cast down the mighty from their thrones and has lifted up the humble.  He has filled the hungry with 

good things and sent the rich away empty.”  Wisdom, extraordinary presence, challenging the status 

quo, and we know that he asked his followers to continue his mission, to continue his work.  Even 700 



years before he was born, Jesus was already earning nicknames, like Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, 

Everlasting Father and Prince of Peace. 

 

So, let me ask you again in closing.  Do you have a nickname?  And whether you have a nickname or not, 

can you agree with me that we are all earning a nickname everyday by the way we live our lives, by the 

way we treat the people around us, by the ways we care for the world in which we live?  That every day 

we have an opportunity to choose and earn a nickname worthy of the God we worship?  If you could 

choose your own Christian nickname, what would it be?  That might be a good place for us to start this 

season.  If you could choose a Christian nickname and then live into it, what would it be?  Would it be 

Hillary the Wise?  Would it be Lindy the Compassionate?  Would it be Adam the Creative?  Would it be 

John the Merciful, Carl the courageous?  What would it be for you?  Because if you don’t choose a 

nickname for yourself and begin living into it this very day, I believe the world will choose one for you, 

and it might not be the one you want.   

 

So, together, let’s use this season of Advent.  Choose the nickname you would want for yourself and, 

starting today, go and make it so.   

 

Amen.   

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 


