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geographical words.  Sinai just means shrub, so Har Sinai means shrub hill.  Think of that next time 
you go past Mt. Sinai hospital, the Hebrew there is “shrub hill.”  
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divine Presence.  The speaking of God’s name makes God’s presence, the actions taken in God’s name 
make God present, that somehow that God has given us his name is something that overcomes 
whatever distance there might be between earth and heaven. 

Now, there were a lot of other options in the ancient world, and the most common one was the 
making of idols or images.  How else do you make a god present?  You make a deity present by 
making an image.  The Greeks, of course, were masters at this.  I think it was Praxiteles, his statue of 
Athena was, in the ancient world, thought to be the most beautiful thing on earth.  This is not 
available to Jews.  If you want to know Israelites’ solution to this presence, Tryggve Mettinger’s book, 
No Graven Image is where you go for this.  He lays out a whole series of possibilities, all of which 
have evidence, archeological and textual, in the ancient world. 

The options that the biblical authors seemed to turn to were things that manifested the living presence 
of God, or things that maybe fractionally bore God’s being to earth; so the things that manifested the 
living presence of God.  The most common, and this is from the priestly texts, are God’s glory.  When 
we say “God’s Glory,” it’s not entirely clear what that word means.  But I think you get a good 
impression of it from the last verses of the Book of Exodus.  The cloud covered the tented meeting 
and glory of the Lord, whatever the glory is, filled the tabernacle.  Moses was not able enter the 
tented meeting because the cloud had settled up on it.  The Glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle.  
Whenever the cloud was taken up, the Israelites would set out on each stage of their journey, but if 
the cloud was not taken up, they did not set out.  Until the day that it was taken up.  The cloud of the 
Lord was on the tabernacle by day, and the fire was in the cloud by night before the eyes of all the 
House of Israel at each stage of their journey. 

This is the answer to the question, how does the God who resides in heaven make the divine Presence 
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ownership language.  This is an understanding in Isaiah, but the name of God bears the divine 
presence.  When the name shows up, the presence is there.  Now this is clearly Isaiah working with 
something like a storm God image, and not one that Jesus would use.  But the underlying theology is 
perhaps more what we’re interested in: the name makes the divine present.   

So one of the problems, one of our realities, is that by Jesus’s time, the divine name was not often 
used.  So it was a blasphemy, it was a capital offense to use the divine name.  So what was Jesus 
doing with all this name theology?  I think really what he’s saying is that speaking of God with 
reverence makes God a presence.  I turn to this, to Matthew’s memory, in 18:20, “Where two or more 
are gathered in my name,” Jesus’s name, “I am there with them.”  I think Matthew’s understanding of 
this about Jesus is probably coming from a wider understanding of how the divine name works.  When 
actions are taken in God’s name, even if you don’t mention the divine name, that makes God present.  
When prayers are offered to the divine name, that makes God present.  This answers the question of 
how a God who resides in heaven can also be simultaneously present on earth.   
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