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The images drawn in today’s reading from John will be familiar to all of us.  They 
describe the sense of loving responsibility that a shepherd felt for the sheep in 
Biblical times.  It was almost sacred.  The beautiful Psalm 23 always comes to 
mind when we think of shepherds, but this is by no means the only place in the 
Hebrew Bible where it is used as a metaphor for God’s caring relationship to us.  
Isaiah writes that the Lord “…tends his flock like a shepherd: He gathers the lambs 
in his arms and carries them close to his heart; he gently leads those that have 
young.” (Isaiah 40:11)  And Jesus uses this image as well.  We all know the 
parable of the lost sheep, where a shepherd left his 99 sheep unprotected while he 
sought out the one that was lost.  That’s how precious the life of a single member 
of God’s flock is to God. 

Today in the reading from John, Jesus makes a number of contrasts that highlight 
his concern for the sheep.  He is not like thieves and bandits who come over the 
fence to steal and destroy.  That one’s pretty obvious.  But Jesus is also not like 
the hired hand.  The hired hand may have the well-being of the flock at heart, but 
his commitment only goes so far.  When the wolf appears, he high-tails it out of 
there.  But the Good Shepherd is the one who is ready to lay down his life for the 
sheep.  But what I want to talk about this morning is what I find to be the most 
remarkable thing Jesus tells us the Good Shepherd does.  Jesus describes the 
intimacy of the Good Shepherd’s engagement with the flock this way: “He calls his 
own sheep by name and leads them out.” (John 10:3)  He calls them by name. 

We might expect that any shepherd, even the hired hand, would know how many 
sheep he or she was supposed to be tending.  That just makes logical sense.  
How else would they know if some were missing?  It would seem to me to be an 
exceptional shepherd who manages to recognize all his own sheep by sight.  
Maybe I’m just guilty of being “sheepist” saying this, but most sheep basically look 
alike to me.  But Jesus knows each and every one of the sheep by name. 

Jesus doesn’t need to explain to us what that means, or why he says it.  When we 
read that it is instantly clear to us on a visceral level what he is saying, for we all 
know the sense of self-worth and security we get from being recognized.  God 
shows he understands this in today’s reading from Isaiah.  In these words of 
comfort to the Jewish people, expresses the depth of his concern for them this 
way: “But now, this is what the LORD says-- he who created you, O Jacob, he who 
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formed you, O Israel: "Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have summoned you 
by name; you are mine.” (Isaiah 43:1)   

In the same way, Jesus’ flock is not a mass of indistinguishable and 
interchangeable parts.  It is a community where every member is known and 
valued.  The good shepherd calls every sheep by name. 

Why is that important to us?  A name is individuality.  It is identity.  The very first 
thing that happens in the sacrament of baptism is that we establish the fact that 
the child who is presented for baptism is unique and special.  We do that by 
asking, “What name is to be given to this child?” 

Many names speak about who we are and where we have come from.  If you’ve 
spent any time reading the Old Testament you know that virtually every name has 
a meaning.  When God made his covenant with Abram, God renamed him 
Abraham, which means “father of a multitude.”  God wrestled all night with Jacob, 
and then gave Jacob a new name, Israel, which means “struggles with God.”  
Jesus was very well acquainted with the importance of names in the Hebrew 
tradition.  His own Hebrew name means “he will save.” 

Even names that don’t signify anything, like “Jim,” for example, still mean 
something to us.  Ten years ago, business management expert Patrick Lencioni 
wrote a best-selling book entitled Three Signs of a Miserable Job.  Now if you had 
to write down what you thought might make for a miserable job, what would be on 
your list?  Mediocre pay?  Long hours?  Repetitious work?  Exhausting physical 
labor?  Well, Mr. Lencioni found that job satisfaction really has very little to do with 
the actual job or the salary.  The number one sign of a miserable job is anonymity.  
People need to feel appreciated for their unique talents and gifts.  You may be 
doing your “dream job,” but you will not be fulfilled if you feel that nobody knows 
who you are.  In other words, if you feel like you’re “just another sheep.” 

You may not know the anguish of being anonymous at work, but I’ll bet you can 
identify with these situations.  What do you do with mail that comes addressed to 
“Occupant” or “Current Resident?”  In our house, it goes right in the trash.  How do 
you feel when someone misspells your name in something, or mispronounces it?  
People have various levels of sensitivity on this, but most people don’t like it.  
Possibly, it’s because at its most basic level, abusing someone’s name even 
unintentionally constitutes a distortion of their identity.   

Children seem to understand this intuitively at a very early age.  One of the sure-
fire ways to get someone’s goat is by making fun of their name.  We like to teach 
our children that “sticks and stones may break my bones, but names can never 
hurt me,” but we know that’s not true.  Names can hurt. 

Think for a moment about what we do when someone breaks their covenant with 
society and is sent to prison.  We take away their name, and give them a number.  



 3

For a while, they forfeit a part of their identity.  In another part of the Book of 
Exodus, God tells Moses, "Whoever has sinned against me I will blot out of my 
book.” (Exodus 32:33)  No form of punishment could be more devastating than 
this: God will no longer recognize their names. 

Now, there is a counter-argument to all this evidence about the importance of 
names in a very famous quote from William Shakespeare’s “Romeo and Juliet.”  It 
is spoken by Romeo, as he laments the fact that he and his love will never be 
united because she has the wrong last name.  “What’s in a name?” he asks.  “That 
which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.”  Perhaps he’s 
right, but there is evidence that he’s not.  Studies have claimed to show that 
names can have a powerful influence not only on how we view ourselves, but on 
what we actually become in our lives.  To use Romeo’s words, this might just 
mean that if we started calling a rose something else, eventually it might not smell 
so sweet. 

Some research shows that our life choices are actually influenced by our names.  
Other studies show that our names might influence how successful we are in life.  
The most interesting study I heard about was on National Public Radio.  Most of 
you probably know that in baseball the letter “K” is used as shorthand for a 
strikeout.  That’s the symbol you use if you’re keeping statistics to indicate that a 
player has struck out.  Well, NPR reported last November that a study to be 
published in the “Journal of Psychological Science” claims that baseball players 
whose last names begin with the letter “K” actually strike out more often than other 
players.  I’ll let you draw your own conclusions about that one. 

Let me try to bring this discussion into the church by sharing an experience I had 
once.  I was standing alone during coffee hour at the New Jersey church I served 
as a student.  Two young women, both of whom I knew had been members of the 
church for a long time, were engaged in an animated conversation about 
something for nearly 20 minutes.  When they parted, I walked up to one of them.  
“Fran,” I said, “I know I’ve met her but I can’t recall the name of the woman you 
were just talking to.  What is it?” 

Fran was quiet for just a moment before she said, “You know, I don’t know.  This is 
embarrassing.  I’ve known her forever…”  I offered a few possibilities, but we 
never did come up with a name. 

I also remember going to church with my parents, where there were always 
“greeters” who would smile, say “good morning,” and shake everyone’s hand.  
Inevitably, if I said to my parents, “Who was that?” one of them would reply, “Beats 
me.” 

Now, I’m not criticizing Fran, or the “greeters” at my old church, or my parents.  
Meeting people is not easy for everyone.  Most people you talk to will say they’re 
not good at remembering names.  And the situation of Fran, my friend in New 
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Jersey, is not uncommon.  By the time we feel comfortable having a 20-minute 
conversation with someone, it’s hard to find a way to admit to them you really don’t 
remember who they are. 

Be clear that I have not chosen to emphasize this subject today to suggest for a 
moment that Pound Ridge Community Church is not a welcoming place.  It 
certainly is.  That is one of the wonderful things that are truly engrained in the 
culture here, and it’s also the reason I think you will be prepared to hear this 
message.  But I think most of you would admit that there are new people you 
haven’t met, and established people whose names you just can’t recall.  Maybe 
one way we move from welcoming, to warm and friendly, to the kind of radical 
hospitality that Christ practiced, is for all of us to constantly make it a point to know 
everyone else by name, just as the Good Shepherd does.  

So we’re going to begin doing a few things this morning.  First, since meeting new 
people does make some people feel awkward, today we are all going to give each 
other, and ourselves, permission to be awkward.  Second, if there are people 
whom you have known by sight for a while but never really got their names, and 
you feel guilty, I absolve you of your guilt.  I don’t know if it’s scripturally sound, or 
if my ordination even gives me the power to do it, but I’m doing it anyway.  You are 
forgiven.  Third, I’m going to give you an assignment.  I’d like you to do it before 
you leave.  It would be nice if you do it everytime you’re here.  

I want each of you to approach someone you don’t know, but should, and 
introduce yourself.  Just say, “I’m ________________.  Please tell me (or remind 
me of) your name.”  Finally (and this is the hard part), I want you to remember their 
name until the next time you see them.  When you do, I want you to greet them by 
name. 

What’s in a name?  There is real power in someone’s name.  There is respect, and 
affirmation, and intimate connection in calling and being called by name.  The Lord 
Jesus calls all his sheep by name.  How can we do any less for each other?   


