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Early in life, we grow attached to our name.  Our name becomes an extension of our 

personhood, our identity.  We become our names.  When a baby gets a name, she or he 

becomes a person, no longer an “it”.  Our names connect us to a sense of who we are.  

Parents agonize over names.  Naming a child is a big deal.   We try different names out 

to see how they sound, how they feel rolling off the tongue.  We think about their 

meaning.  Maybe we choose a name in honor of a family patriarch or a hero or because 

it means something special.      

 

If you want to be annoying to someone, or make them angry,  mess with their name.  

Mispronounce it.  Misspell it.  And worst of all, if you really want to hurt someone, call 

them a name… Liar, Lazy, Selfish, Loser, Coward, Stupid.    Very early in the 

playgrounds of our childhood, we learn the little ditty, “Sticks and Stones can break my 

bones, but words will never hurt me.”   The truth is, words matter and words can hurt.  

Very deeply.    

 

The labels other people put on us can rob us of self-confidence.  Negative labels can 

keep us awake at night with nightmares of rejection and self-doubt.  Tell a child he or 

she is stupid and watch them learn to hate school and studying, and become convinced 

that they’ll never amount to anything.  Labels splattered on a Facebook page can lead a 

fragile child to commit suicide.   In our current political climate, reckless and mean 

labels thrown back and forth bring out the worst in everyone until our national election 

feels like an elementary school playground brawl.   

 

One of the most profound gifts of creation, as recorded in the book of Genesis, was 

when God began to assign names to what he had created.   He created light and called it 

“Day”.  He created darkness and called it “Night”.  And then, he gave Adam the power 

to assign names.  Adam participated in this miracle of creation by naming the animals, 

the birds, the plants and trees.  And then Adam named his children.   

 

When Pharoah’s daughter pulled a Jewish baby out of the Nile River, she named him 

Moses, which means “out of the water”.  Jacob means “supplanted” because he tricked 

his twin brother into giving up his birthright and inheritance.  But after an all-night 

wrestling match with the angel, his name was changed to Israel which means “Prince 

with God”.  Abram became Abraham, Saul became Paul, Simon became Peter.  In the 

Bible, changing the name was like changing the person.  A new name marked a new 

hope and a new beginning.   
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Along with this great privilege of assigning names and being named is the reverse 

possibility of un-naming.  Just as we can bestow identity and dignity by giving a name, 

we take away dignity and identity by un-naming.  Sometimes its not done maliciously, 

but it de-personalizes whole groups of people. 

 

We watch a piece on the news about poverty and people struggling to make ends meet, 

and we label them “the poor.”  We see people struggling in wheel chairs and we call 

them “the handicapped.”  We visit a large city and see unwashed, unkempt people 

begging on the street and we call them “the homeless”.  We see mothers and fathers 

staring hopelessly into a camera lens cradling their little child, with arms and legs thin 

as matchsticks and label them, “the hungry”.  We see hundreds of people crowded onto 

makeshift rafts daring to push off into rolling, dangerous seas to escape an oppressive 

political regime and we call them “the refugees”.   There are 43-65 million people right 

now roaming the world in search of safety and a new home. 

 

It’s a convenient way to describe a group of people who share a common characteristic.  

But when we lose their names, we lose the urgency of their pain.  We grow distant from 

the reality that someone named Robert or Yukiko or Shaheen (Persian for Royal), 

Alesandra (Columbian girl), Nafy (Sudan girl “Honest”)  who right now may be afraid, 

homeless and hungry. 

 

Its hard to relate to a label.  Have you ever tried talking to a label, or eating with one, or 

praying with one?  Can’t do it.  Labels aren’t real.   The people behind the labels are 

real.  I have a feeling that there a lot of people that we’d have a hard time accepting or 

understanding if we just knew them by their label.  But if we knew their name, and 

could get to know them close up, we’d discover a person who has the same fears we do, 

who worries just like us, who prays, who has hopes and dreams and doubts similar to 

ours.  We’d probably find that we have a whole lot more in common as human beings 

than we do as labels.   

 

Today is Worldwide Communion Sunday.  On this day, we recognize that we are just a 

small part of a great gathering of people who hold something in common.  Despite our 

different languages, customs, styles of worship, diets, and geography, what we hold in 

common is our love for God through Jesus Christ, God’s Son.   

 

Here’s the beautiful thing I want to share with you today:  God doesn’t label us ever.  

But God does know our name.  And God calls us to fellowship with himself by name.  

He knows who we are deep inside, where we hide and tremble in the night.  He knows 

everything behind our name, what it is that makes us who we are.  The good, the bad, 

the exciting, the shameful, the delightful.  God knows it all!  And God never writes us 

off with a label. 
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In today’s reading, John, the author of Revelation, describes a scene in heaven before 

the throne of God.  In this scene he sees a multitude of people beyond numbering.  And 

as he looks at this throng, he notices that they are all different, each one is unique.  He 

makes a point of telling us what he sees.  They come from every nation, from every 

tribe, from every cultural group, and from every language.  As they stand together 

before the throne of God, they make a rich rainbow of colors, sounds, music and praise.  

Each in his own musical style, and in his own way of understanding, is offering praise 

to God Almighty. 

 

To John, it looks like a multitude with number – a huge crowd of people without names.  

But to God, each person there has a name, and a history and a story to tell.  Each is 

precious, each a unique creation unlike any other, each one’s praise priceless to God.  

It’s a strikingly beautiful picture.   

 

What does it mean to be a unique, priceless, individual before God?  John questions the 

angel, “Who are these people?  Where do they come from?”  And the answer comes 

back, “These are the people who suffered, who were outcast, who were rejected, who 

were persecuted, who were filled with sadness, and grief, and pain and loss.  But 

through the difficulties of life, they clung to God as their faithful provider and protector.  

These are those who put their trust in God to bring them safely home.”  John uses 

symbolic language, but that’s the essence of the conversation.   

 

And then the angel describes God’s response to these people.  “God will spread His tent 

over them.”  Have you ever been caught in a downpour without any shelter, no raincoat 

or umbrella.  Even the smallest protection will help.  This reminds me that God spreads 

his protective presence over us in the unexpected downpours of life when we are 

unprepared and vulnerable.   

 

“Never again will they hunger… God will feed them. Never again will they thirst, God 

will give them drink.”  We are spiritual beings with inner hungers that only be satisfied 

with spiritual nourishment.  We long for meaning, purpose and fulfillment.  This verse 

reminds me that God wants to see us full and healthy spiritually.  God understands our 

inner hungers and needs and allows us to experience that which will nourish in a way 

that food can’t. 

 

“The sun will not beat upon them, nor any scorching heat.”  Life’s hard places can be 

exhausting as we negotiate the treacherous paths in our journey.  We grow weary, as 

though scorched by the sun in a desert place.  We are tempted to give up, stop trying.  

But God meets us along the way, and brings a respite, sheltering us in gentleness 

through times of refreshment through friends, through our faith, through new surprising 

miracles and blessings we hadn’t counted on.   
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“God will lead them to springs of living water.”  I love this picture of unending, 

overflowing fountains of cold refreshing water.  Its an image of a spring, reliable, pure, 

consistent.  This is what God provides to us in our journey in this life.  Places of 

refreshment, people who encourage us, experiences that give us hope. 

 

“And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”  What an amazing promise!  

Sadness, grief, suffering, disappointment, failure, discouragement will eventually 

become but distant memories.  There is light at the end of the tunnel. 

 

One day, Jesus was traveling with his disciples and word had reached the town ahead 

that he was coming.  By now his reputation as a miracle-worker and teacher had spread 

so that everyone in town had turned out to welcome him.  One man in the crowd was 

hated by everyone.  He was labeled the greedy, selfish, unfair, traitor to his people.  He 

was the tax-collector and how many times had he been labeled as a child because he 

was short?  gnome, dwarf, midget, shrimp, squirt, half-pint, small fry, shorty… how it 

must have hurt and helped to form his self-image.  Collecting taxes may have been his 

sweet revenge.  But you know the story.  He wanted to see Jesus but couldn’t because of 

his height.  So he climbed up a tree to get a better view and sure enough, when Jesus 

passed by, he stopped right under the tree and looked up.  Of all the labels he was 

known by in that town, ridiculing his physical features and maligning his character… 

Jesus simply called him by name:  “Zaccheus!  Come down!  I’m going to have lunch at 

your house today.” 

 

Calling him by name, Jesus called him back to himself, to the “pure and innocent” 

person his parents hoped he would be when they named him as a baby.  Zaccheus!   And 

that day, this man’s life changed.  Because after the meal, he promised to give back all 

that he had acquired unfairly and to restore four-fold to anyone whom he had treated 

dishonestly.  Jesus knew his name!  And Jesus knows your name… and yours and yours 

and yours.  He knows the person behind and inside that name.  Better than we know 

ourselves. 

 

Today we are invited by God to gather at this table as a family who’ve come from 

different duties and directions in life.  It’s a personal invitation with your name on it.  

Put all our differences aside for a moment and celebrate our connection to each other.  

There are a host of family members all around the world with real names, in every tribe 

and nation, every culture and language.  God knows them all by name.   Knowing our 

name, God knows all there is to know about us.  Knowing us, God loves us.  By name 

we are invited to this table… even as brothers and sisters everywhere are doing right 

now.  Come and eat.  Amen.   
Rosh Hashanah begins this evening.  It’s the Jewish New Year, a time for new 

beginnings.  It’s a time to reflect on past deeds and set our intentions for the future.  

Shanah Tovah!  (May you have a good year!). 


