
By What Name? 

Read Acts 4:5-12; John 10:11-18 

 Some months ago we received a letter from West Jersey Presbytery that we 

would be getting, along with all of the other congregations within our bounds, a 

check for $5,000.  Inspired by the parable of the talents in the New Testament, 

our challenge was to launch a new ministry using the money as a seed.  It was not 

to be used to support what we are already doing, but to try something new.  The 

presbytery drew the funds from the accumulated wealth due to the sale of 

buildings of struggling congregations that have sadly gone out of business. In the 

event that we could not come up with anything new we were to send the money 

back.  We smiled to ourselves and said, “That’s not going to happen.”  After the 

check was originally lost in the mail, and after some handwringing and wrangling 

with the powers that be over where it went and what to do about it, the check 

was re-issued and the money arrived.   We deposited it in our account. 

 Being good Presbyterians, the first things the money spawned were more 

meetings, discussions, and some prayers for discernment.  We even had, not one, 

but two half-day retreats including both deacons and elders, to seek the Lord’s 

will in the matter.  This was not new.  It’s what Presbyterians do.  You would think 

finding a way to spend $5,000 would be a snap, but it wasn’t as easy as you 

suppose. 

 Once again, we had to look at our identity.  Who are we as a congregation?  

What is it about our common life that makes us unique?  What do we do well and 

what makes sense to us in light of the answer?  At least a dozen ideas surfaced for 

our consideration.  Most of us who have a few miles on us and considerable tread 

wear were and are concerned with how to reach younger people in a cultural 

environment increasingly indifferent to the church.  We swim in a sea of attitudes 

about the church that cynically asks, “Who needs it?” 

 At this point, Eric, our youth leader, helped us to see more clearly that 

younger people from the millennial generation forward don’t care as much about 

what we say as they care about what they see us doing.  To quote what has 



become a cliché, “people don’t care how much you know until they know how 

much you care.”  The problem is that a great deal of what we do as a faith 

community is done quietly, even anonymously with no trumpet fanfare and no 

publicity.  To a person not actively involved in the life of our congregation what 

we do can be nearly invisible.  When there is a need in the family and beyond, 

many among us respond with great care, generosity and love. Once you are on 

the receiving end of all this, it’s pretty hard to forget.  

 Please forgive me for taking this rather circuitous route into our Bible 

passages for today.  Both the texts from John and from Acts share a common 

sequence when we look at the stories within which they are embedded.  The first 

step in both stories is that something remarkable happened.  In John, Jesus set off 

a firestorm by healing a man born blind.  In Acts, Peter and John instigated a 

similar outburst among the religious authorities by healing a lame man who had 

stationed himself for years at the beautiful gate of the Temple begging alms. 

 One of the perennial problems among religious people and in our religious 

institutions, whether Jewish, Christian, or anything else, is that we start out with 

fire in our belly; we have purpose.  Our purpose is to love God and everybody else 

in his name.  In the beginning when our faith is new, everybody is a charismatic.  

Everybody is an enthusiast.  Then, just like the people building the Tower of 

Babel, someone steps forward and says, “We’d better get organized.”  Within a 

short time, bureaucracy is born. 

 Political scientists who study the life cycle of beauracracies note that when 

they are fully developed their purpose shifts from meeting a need to self 

preservation.  Jobs need to be kept.  Prestige and position need to be preserved.  

The status quo needs to be guarded.  The main goal shifts away from the original 

need to the need to survive as an organization.  Somewhere along the way, even 

in the church,  a disconnect occurs between what we say and what we do.   

As a preacher, I’m well aware that I can preach far above my actual 

attainment.  I can call it exhortation, persuasion, fiery preaching, or evangelism all 

I want to, but in the end, if I’ve lost the power to put my words into action, if I 



allow my love that I had at first to ebb away, I become merely a noisy gong or a 

clanging cymbal as Paul put it in I Corinthians 13. 

The religious leaders in Jesus’ day had lost their first love.  How can I judge 

that you might ask?  Think about it.  There was a man born blind among them, 

right in their midst.  He and they had adjusted to his condition.  If you are born 

blind, what hope do you have?  Who could fault the Pharisees or the Sadducees 

for accepting it and conducting religious business as usual?  Even we enlightened 

Presbyterians know there are a whole range of maladies that we can’t fix.  That’s 

life or a form of life at least.  Why expect anything else? 

But when Jesus came along, he said, “I am here to bring you a better life.  I 

am here to give you abundant life.”  Then he proceeded to open the blind man’s 

eyes.  Think of it.  Someone who had never seen a thing since the day he was born 

suddenly saw everything clearly!  You’d think not just him but everyone would be 

ecstatic.  But of course we know not everyone was thrilled.  The people who 

practiced the form of religion but denied its power were not happy at all.  Jesus’ 

miracle exposed their own lack of spiritual power and authority.  Miracles are a 

threat to religious posers everywhere. 

So instead of rejoicing with the newly sighted man, they dragged him into 

religious court, badgered him and subjected him to hostile cross examination, 

berated him as a miserable sinner, and tossed him out to the curb.  As yet, he 

didn’t even know Jesus’ name.  He only knew that whereas once he was blind, 

now he could see.  He was living proof standing before the religious leaders as a 

testimony to all that they lacked.  They controlled the Temple, its worship and its 

money and its rules and regulations.  They controlled the hopes and fears of all 

the common people who came to them seeking God.  But they did not control 

Jesus. And they couldn’t deny the newly sighted man his miracle, even by claiming 

he was never really blind. 

Following close on the heels of this event, we hear Jesus teaching about 

shepherds as opposed to hirelings.  In short in a thinly veiled accusation against 

religious bullies he said that when the wolf comes, the hireling runs.  Hirelings 



look out for number one all the while pretending to care for everyone else as 

their top priority.  

 Jesus says of himself on the other hand, “I am the Good Shepherd. I lay 

down my life for my sheep.”  Isn’t it amazing that even before the powers that be 

reached the apex of their murderous intentions to have Jesus crucified, Jesus was 

predicting his own death.  And he was stating that he was in charge.  They would 

eventually conspire to take his life through their fear, jealousy, and hatred.  But 

long before, Jesus had chosen to lay it down in death in order to demonstrate 

God’s resurrection power by taking it up again.   

Jesus’ life was and is indestructible.  The leaders couldn’t deny his power so 

they acknowledged his power but said it was demonic.  There was a division at 

that point.  Some said he had a demon.  Others asked the question, “How can 

anyone with a demon open blind eyes?” The combination of goodness and power 

had them backed into a religious corner from which the only avenue of escape 

they could conceive was to kill Jesus.   

Death is the ultimate weapon of the world, the flesh, and the devil.  Beyond 

that, there stands the goodness, the grace, and the life of God that exposes death 

as an imposter.  Ultimately, there really is no contest.  Life is stronger than death 

and love is stronger than hate. 

After Pentecost, under the teaching, guiding influence of the Holy Spirit, 

the power and truth of this began to dawn on the disciples and unfold amidst the 

infant church as the chosen people moved into the New Covenant and returned 

to passionate commitment to God’s long standing purpose for God’s created 

humans.  Briefly stated, our purpose is to love God and one another, with all of 

our heart, mind, soul, strength, imagination, and resolve.  Our purpose is about 

others.  All the fruits of the Spirit we’ve been studying for months are relational.  

When ripe they unleash the power of God’s love into the world. 

So, in our passage from Acts, we see Peter and John going up to worship at 

the Temple when they encounter a well known beggar at his post asking for 



money.  He’d been at this spot probably for many years.  He’d learned to make his 

living by appealing to the piety of those on their way to worship.   

At most of the major cathedrals that I visited along the Camino in Spain, 

invariably there would be a woman, shrouded all in black, seated by the entrance, 

shaking a basket with a few tiny coins in it to make a jingling noise and grab a 

pilgrim’s attention, humbly muttering what must have meant, “Alms for the poor, 

alms for the poor.”   

A common sight for most of us are the sign carrying men and women who 

work at the red lights of traffic intersections in Philadelphia: “Homeless; hungry, 

lost my job, disabled veteran.”  Did you ever consider throwing your car into park, 

jumping out, and saying, “Silver and gold have I none; but such as I have give I 

thee?”  What is it that we have in the face of human need?  If we have nothing to 

offer, we can either run to God and confess our poverty of Spirit, or we can put on 

a religious pose, adopt a theology that assigns blame to all the less fortunate (it’s 

about their choices, their addictions, their sins), and get on with our already busy 

day, trying to make our own ends meet, whatever they are. 

The religious powers back then did what they knew best.  They dragged 

Peter and John into court and tried to threaten and intimidate them to abandon 

the Gospel.  I love Peter’s response when they commanded Peter and John not to 

speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus: “Whether it is right in the sight of God 

to listen to you rather than to God, you must judge; for we cannot but speak of 

what we have seen and heard.” 

There it is!  They have both seen and heard.  What they finally saw made 

sense out of all that they had heard about all their lives.  Their scriptures made 

sense at last.  The prophets’ preaching and teaching came alive.  They came into a 

convictional awareness about God and God’s ways in the world.  They heard 

things wondrous.  Then they saw things miraculous.  Then they participated in the 

deeds of God’s power as God let them in on the work.  Then they told it all to 

anyone who would listen.  They weren’t building the church as an institution 

religious or political.  They weren’t constructing pedestals of privilege.  They were 

loved by God and went out to share that love in Jesus’ name.  The name and the 



quality of life go together.  “There is no other name under heaven by which we 

must be saved,” is how Peter and John put it on that day in religious court so long 

ago. 

John the Baptist, sitting in prison shortly before being beheaded, sent to 

Jesus and asked, “Are you the one who is to come or should we look for 

another?”  Jesus said, “Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive 

their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are 

raised, and the poor have good news brought to them.  And blessed is anyone 

who takes no offense at me.” Matthew 11:4. 

My brothers and sisters, we live and move and minister under the banner 

of the name of Jesus Christ who is the Lord of all.  May our deeds reflect our 

words and may our words proclaim the mighty deeds of our God given by the 

presence of God’s risen Son, living and moving among us in resurrection power.  


