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Pick up a basic text on business management and somewhere inside it will tell you 
that one of the keys to having a successful business is finding a way to link the 
personal goals and objectives of the employees to those of the organization.  The 
trick is to make the employees think and act as if they are owners – to see 
themselves as personally responsible for the success of the company.  The whole 
idea is really intuitively obvious, although making it happen can be another matter. 

Most of us can probably give examples of encountering employees who have 
gone “above and beyond” for us.  Those are the people who keep us coming back 
to a store or a restaurant.  We’ve probably also experienced the absence of this 
attitude.  I’ll bet that at some time or another you’ve been in an establishment with 
employees who really didn’t seem to want to be there, and didn’t seem to care if 
you were.  It was clear that their job was to ring you up, but being knowledgeable 
and helpful, or even pleasant, wasn’t in the job description.  And whether or not 
you were favorably impressed with the company overall was clearly somebody 
else’s problem. 

Many companies today are pursuing business models that encourage employees 
to act like they own the place.  Maybe the best-known success was Microsoft.  In 
its early days, Microsoft had little cash to devote to high salaries, so employees 
were encouraged to work for stock in the company.  Of course, the stock would be 
worth a lot if they could make Microsoft successful, and not so much if they 
couldn’t.  You all know how the story turned out.  The success of the company in 
the late 1980’s reportedly made 2 billionaires and an estimated 12,000 millionaires 
among the company’s employees.  Microsoft today is the largest software 
company in the world, and still one of the world’s most valuable companies.  

For-profit corporations aren’t by any means the only ones to realize the importance 
of a sense of ownership.  I’m sure most of you have heard of Habitat for Humanity.  
Habitat builds housing for underprivileged people the world over, but the houses 
are not given as a gift.  A critically important aspect of the Habitat program is what 
they call “sweat equity.”  Each homeowner is required to contribute hundreds of 
hours of labor both on their own, and others’ homes. 

The benefits of this are many.  It helps to preserve the dignity of the house 
recipients because they aren’t simply receiving a handout.  But more importantly, it 
means that the eventual owners are significantly invested in their own homes.  
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Habitat says that “sweat equity is [their] best predictor of a partner family’s future 
success in the program.  Families who quickly complete their sweat equity often 
maintain good payment records and well-kept houses.”i 

There’s a phrase that’s been around a while that describes this.  It’s called “having 
skin in the game.”  It’s been attributed to billionaire Warren Buffett, although that is 
disputed.  Some say it goes back to Shakespeare’s “Merchant of Venice,” where 
the hero, Antonio, promises that a lender, Shylock, can take “a pound of flesh” if 
Antonio’s friend defaults on a loan. 

Whoever said it first, the metaphor is pretty easy to understand.  Think about how 
motivated anyone would be in an activity where their skin was literally at risk.  A 
game may be fun to play, but unless you feel that you are personally invested 
somehow – physically, emotionally, or monetarily – you’re not really committed to 
the game, and there’s really no reason at all to care about how the game turns out. 

I think the same principles are true in churches.  We can find examples of that kind 
of motivation at work here at Pound Ridge Community Church.    This is my first 
year as an “insider” in the Lobster Festival, but as a visitor last year I had no 
problem spotting the reason it was successful.  It was the large number of people 
who were not only involved, but really invested in how it turned out.  It’s not a 
surprise.  It’s “Business 101.”  It’s all about maximizing the number of people who 
feel like they have skin in the game. 

Any time we have a pledge campaign, for example, we’re hopeful that it will 
include as many people as possible, and for the reason I’ve been talking about – 
ownership.  This is no manipulative activity.  If the things that we share within this 
community have any transcendent value, then it stands to reason that an 
investment of both time and treasure will be necessary to preserve and grow them.     

As we welcomed new members today, they did not specifically vow to have some 
“skin in the game” at Pound Ridge Community Church.  But that’s what it means to 
promise to support the church with our prayers, our presence, our gifts, our 
service, and our witness.  And in reality, that’s just what happens naturally in 
healthy families and communities. 

What we’re trying to create here is very simply a situation where each of us feels 
personally invested in how our church does.  For in a very real sense we are all 
owners of Pound Ridge Community Church.  This isn’t hype, or the latest 
organizational fad.  There is real power to be tapped when everyone knows that 
when we choose to become members of this church, we collectively accept 
responsibility for the way that God’s plan for this particular family of faith is 
understood and manifested in the world. 

All this gets us right to the point that Jesus is making today in the gospel reading 
from John.  In words we’ve almost all heard before, Jesus calls himself “the good 
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shepherd.”  And what makes the good shepherd good is “Business 101.”  It’s 
ownership.  Jesus says, “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down 
his life for the sheep.  The hired hand is not the shepherd who owns the sheep. 
So, when he sees the wolf coming, he abandons the sheep and runs away. Then 
the wolf attacks the flock and scatters it.  The man runs away because he is a 
hired hand and cares nothing for the sheep.” (John 10:11-13)   

Jesus is fully invested in the wellbeing of the flock.  Hired hands are not.  Hired 
hands are perfectly happy to stay around and be helpful when things are going 
well.  But let a wolf turn up; let something more be asked of them; and all bets are 
off.  In contrast, saying that the good shepherd has skin in the game is something 
of an understatement.  The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.  Jesus 
says that five times in the verses we read today.  But it goes beyond just 
expressing a willingness to lay down his life.  There is nothing conditional about 
what Jesus is saying.  Laying down his life is the very reason that the good 
shepherd is there. 

Jesus gave his life freely – unforced, without coercion.  He makes that point very 
clearly.  “No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord.” (John 
10:18)  It is not possible to force someone to have that level of commitment.  That 
is a central aspect of John’s understanding of the crucifixion, that Christ’s sacrifice 
was not coerced.  He went to the cross willingly for us. 

That’s important, because in the fact that Jesus is the good shepherd who will 
willingly give up his life for the sheep, we catch a glimpse of God’s essential nature 
in relationship with humanity.  This God is not the eternal clockmaker who wound 
up the universe and left it to run.  This is no silent partner or absentee landlord.  
Here we see a God who so desires to be intimately engaged with His creation that 
he became one of us in Jesus.  God had more than a little skin in our game.  God 
bet everything, knowing full well how humankind was going to respond to the good 
shepherd. 

The real mystery in all this is why God would ever do such a thing.  Starting back 
at the Garden of Eden, we have a sad history that God knew all too well.  The 
story of the Israelites is one of people who repeatedly turn their backs on God, 
then repent and come back to God, for a time, but then inevitably do it all again.  
That’s our story, too.  Through the centuries we’ve been the hired hands, who do 
the job as long as it’s comfortable, and not too demanding or dangerous, or until 
something better gets our attention – never really behaving like we believed in our 
hearts that we had anything seriously invested in being children of God.  The 
writer of Psalm 8 had it right when he marveled, “…what is man that you are 
mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him? (Psalm 8:4)  What, indeed? 

But the answer is deceptively simple.  As John would go on to write in one of his 
later letters: “This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for 
us.” (1 John 3:16)  God loves us.  Despite all our failings, all our weakness, 
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sinfulness, our half-baked commitment – despite all the reasons we repeatedly 
give God not to, God loves us.  God loves us enough to do whatever love 
demands. 

Such a love can never be coerced.  Loving like that has to be a choice.  And the 
faith that grows out of engagement with a love like that calls us to respond with the 
same kind of love.  How could it ever be otherwise?   

John went on in his letter to say this: “And we ought to lay down our lives for our 
brothers [and sisters]. Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with 
actions and in truth.” (1 John 3:16, 18)  That’s the challenge: to love God not only 
with our words, but in our actions.  If John had been a modern-day business 
professor, he might have written something like this: it’s time for children of God to 
stop being hired hands, and to take on the responsibility of owners in our family 
business. 

If he had read Shakespeare (or Buffett), he might have said something even 
simpler: It’s high time for us to get some skin in the game. 

 

 

i http://www.habitat.org/hw/aug-sept01/feature1.html 

                                                 


