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 In her insightful book on the Christian life called, Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of 

Faith, Kathleen Norris recalls the disturbing experience of a friend of hers who had been trying 

to get his grown-up act together. He had struck up a relationship with a man, with whom he had 

started a business. The friend was impressed with his new partner’s obvious experience and was 

hopeful that the work they were doing would be good for everyone involved. Then one day as 

they were driving together on the outskirts of a small town, after meeting a car in the road the 

partner suddenly pulled to shoulder, obviously agitated. As he reached below the seat he said in 

an alarmingly matter-of-fact tone, “I need to kill him [the guy driving the car], but he’s with 

someone, and I don’t know who. So it’ll have to wait.” The friend looked down to find his 

partner holding a gun, which had been tucked away, and it was right then that he decided to get 

out. “This was over my head,” he told Norris. 

 “And that is salvation,” Kathleen Norris says, “or at least the beginning of it.” 

The Hebrew word for ‘salvation’ means literally ‘to make wide,’ or ‘to make 
sufficient,’ and our friend had recognized that the road he had taken was not wide 
enough to sustain his life; it was sufficient only as a way leading to death. 

 
 Peter and John, two of the first to testify to the power of Jesus’ influence were 

unashamed to say that his Way was the Way of healing and wholeness.1 The life he lived 

was wide enough, the love he showed was sufficient, they claimed, to reveal the very 

heart of God. Yes, Jesus had become their salvation. 

                                                 
1 I capitalize “Way” as an allusion to the title, apparently the earliest given to the followers of Jesus. Before they 
were called Christians, Jesus’ followers were known as Followers of the Way. See Acts 19.9,23; 22.4; there are a 
number of other citations in the book of Acts. 



 The Greek word is “sozo,” to make well, to make whole, to heal, to save.2 The 

Church has unfortunately come to think of salvation as only something that deals with 

that invisible, spirit-like internal essence within us called the soul (which is, itself, 

another unfortunate biblical mis-appropriation). Biblical salvation is about the future, but 

it is also very much about the present.3 It is about the individual, but salvation also must 

come to communities and nations, to a global neighborhood.4 It is about one’s spirit, but 

one’s soul cannot be separated, biblically speaking, from that which makes us a whole, so 

a biblical salvation will always involve the feeding and clothing of the children of earth, 

it will always be made manifest by the treatment of the poor and the lame and the 

downtrodden and the prisoners, in their physical bodies.5 Feeding the hungry is about 

their salvation – and ours. Care to relieve the torment of the mentally ill is about their 

salvation – and ours. Reduction of greenhouse gases that threaten this earth’s ability to 

                                                 
2 As I read the Acts text prior to the sermon, I switched the translation of the words “healed” and “saved”: “…if we 
are… asked how this man has been ‘saved’…” (4.9), and “There is ‘healing’ in no one else, for there is no other 
name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be ‘made whole.’” (4.12) The Greek word is the same, 
in all three usages (though case and verb tenses differ). We ordinarily read that the man was “healed” and Jesus 
“saves.” What difference would it make to our understanding of “salvation” if the interpreters/translators had 
conveyed the “salvation” of the man (by Peter and John) and the “healing” power of Jesus? 
3 I have not studied this claim, personally, but my friend Dr. William E. Hull has said “nearly every time the word 
“sozo” is used in the New Testament, it is used in a future tense (verb).” In other words, we do not hear in scripture 
the language of evangelists who claim “I got saved” or the like (usage in a completed, past tense sense). Salvation is 
a process – a process which always involves the present, and looks to the future, as our salvation, and the salvation 
of the world, is being “worked out” (Philippians 2.12). 
4 Though I will cite no specific reference, I am persuaded in my reading of scripture and its commentaries, that the 
highly individualistic application of “salvation,” familiar in our highly evangelistic corner of the world, is a 
misappropriation of the concept, or at the very least an over-emphasis of the individual nature at the expense of the 
corporate. Scriptural salvation  is as corporate as it is individual (note the “election” of the nation of Israel, and not 
individuals within it). 
5Genesis 2.7: “…the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of 
life; and the man became a living being.” Scripture does not say that God breathed a soul into the man, but God’s 
breath made the man a living soul (the Hebrew word “nephesh” is also translated “soul”). And, as Paul discusses 
what occurs at death, he holds to the Hebraic notion of the unity of soul/body: So it is with the resurrection… It (the 
human person) is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a physical body, there is also a 
spiritual body” (there was no life in Hebraic thought apart from a body – of some kind!). Or, in the words of the old 
gospel tune concerning death, “I’ll have a new body!” The immortality of a soul (within the body) is not well-
attested in scripture. I believe we would do well to return to the Hebrews’ notion that we are living souls (we do not 
possess them), and, with this knowledge, attend more to the salvation of the world, in all its physical manifestations 
– thus affecting the “salvation of our souls.” 



sustain life, the cleaning of rivers, the protecting of lands – is part of the work of God’s 

salvation (for the earth, too, groans, as Paul says, waiting to be set free, to be made 

whole6). The end of warfare, the reconciliation of friends, whose relationship has been 

torn by lies or seeds of mistrust, the recovery of the addict, the renewal of the marriage, 

the new job for the one who has been put on the street by a slumping economy, the 

dedication of infants and parents to a life of faith and higher commitment7… these are the 

marks of God’s salvation at work, ever, among us. To heal is to save. To save is to make 

whole. 

 The Church has insisted that in the name of Jesus, is salvation. Though the things 

of the Spirit are not accessible to scientific inquiry or testing, this claim seems to me to be 

completely empirically verifiable. The world over, Churches proclaim the name of Jesus. 

And from every walk of life people claim and testify and verify – by their own changed 

living – that it is his name that has given them life. His name that has been their hope. His 

name that has signified their healing and wholeness. There is one name. For the Church it 

is The Only Name. 

 

For a time, in my house, I was the only father. Not the only father of the house. 

The only father, period. I kind of enjoyed that, you know! Being the father of two little 

guys who thought I was “it.” I could do anything. I could fix everything. But I guess it’s 

another of life’s awakenings, another loss of innocence, when fathers to wake up with 

adolescent sons, who are figuring out, day-by-maturing-day that Dad is, well… not the 

only one. And hardly the perfect, all-knowing, all-powerful protector they once knew. 

                                                 
6 “…in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay…” Romans 8.21. 
7 Today’s worship included a dedication service for Jason and Melinda Smith and their son, Deacon Gray Smith. 



Life awakens us to the universality of fatherhood (everybody has one), but this 

knowledge does not keep us from affirming the truth of the childlike claim (that most of 

us have known), a claim of experience and devotion and commitment and love: he is the 

only one! 

So it is with the Church’s understanding and dedication and loyalty and love of 

Jesus. He is The Only One. There is no other name. Wesley Ariarajah, a Methodist 

minister from Sri Lanka has helped me to understand that this is the way we should 

understand those comments of scripture that are often interpreted in absolute terms.8 His 

is The Only Name, in the Church’s experience, and in my personal encounter. And it is 

not just that his is the only name we’ve been given, as if we may have actually been 

sheltered from some better name, some Way that might even be more life-giving. No, the 

proof, given by the testimony of millions of followers, and affirmed right here, is that his 

Way is sufficient to lead to life. In him we can know the abundance of life (John 10.10), 

the fullness of life, in him we can find God. 

 

 But there are other sheep. 

Sheep not of Jesus’ fold. I know many of them, and you probably do, too. And I am quite 

content to proclaim them to you today as just that, “sheep,” using the biblical metaphor, and not 

as the biblical counterpart to that image. My Jewish and Unitarian and Hindu and Buddhist 

colleagues, whom I consider friends and partners in ministry, are not “wolves in sheep’s 

                                                 
8 Wesley Ariarajah is quoted by Charles Kimball in When Religion Becomes Evil: “ [In texts such as Acts 4.12] we 
are not dealing with the absolute truths, but with the language of faith and love… The language of the Bible is also 
the language of faith… The problem begins when we take these confessions in the language of faith and love and 
turn them into absolute truths. It becomes much more serious when we turn them into truths on the basis of which 
we begin to measure the truth or otherwise of other faith claims. My daughter cannot say to her little friend in the 
next house that there is no way she can have the best father, for the best one is right there in her house. If she does, 
we’ll have to dismiss it as child-talk!” 



clothing,” to borrow the language of the fable, nor are they goats, to use the more derisive 

biblical term9. As I understand Jesus, though they do not claim his name, they are “keeping his 

Father’s commandments” (John 14.21), they are “for him and not against him” (Mark 9.40 – but 

see also Luke 11.23!) they are “doing the will of my Father in heaven” (Matthew 12.50) which 

by Jesus’ own reckoning, makes them his brothers and sisters – and should make them ours, as 

well. I have come to believe, they are the sheep to which Jesus referred, sheep, not of this fold. 

 Now, let me make it clear that I have done my exegetical work on this text. In other 

words, if that one is too big for you, I have studied! In John’s context, what Jesus’ comment 

means is that he has sheep which are not of the Jewish fold. John is presenting to a Jewish world 

a Jesus, himself a Jew, who has seen a bigger picture, and who enlarged his disciples’ 

understanding of God’s salvation – which even includes (God forbid)… Gentiles!10 

 It seems to me highly ironic, then, inappropriately ironic, for Christians to turn right 

around and take up the very kind of exclusive arrogance that Jesus came to abolish. Herschel 

Hobbs, the great Southern Baptist voice, rightly notes that Jesus’ “inclusive concept must have 

sounded rather strange.”11 How unfortunate, then, that so many Southern Baptists, as well as 

Christians of all stripes, have again narrowed God’s salvation, so it only applies to the chosen 

few called “Christian.” 

 
                                                 
9 See “The Parable of the Sheep and the Goats,” in Matthew 25. 
10 The traditional interpretation, of course, suggests that these sheep, not of this fold are Gentiles, to whom Jesus will 
take his message of salvation, and then he will bring them, of necessity, into his fold: I must bring them also, and 
they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd (10.16). This is a sufficient reading, in my view, 
but not a necessary one – with the inclusive example of Jesus, and the expansive understanding of salvation that he 
provides the Jews. It is simply inconceivable to me that Jesus, whose most harsh critiques were always reserved for 
the “establishment,” the “insiders,” those who thought they knew and understood God and God’s way the most, 
would not offer the same critique of a Christian establishment, should he return today! 
11 As quoted in today’s bulletin, from Herschel H. Hobbs, An Exposition of the Four Gospels: “[Jesus’] inclusive 
concept must have sounded rather strange to both the Pharisees and to his disciples. It was in direct contrast to the 
narrow concept of salvation for Jews only. One of the greatest struggles for the gospel in early Christianity was to 
break out of this crusted mold. But it was/is in God’s plan that all… should be saved.”  



 Sometimes liberal Baptist preachers like I, are accused of picking and choosing what 

texts we want to affirm. I think it is the literalists who pick and choose – who read literally what 

they can, and then who metaphorize or interpret the rest. I am quite content to read it all. None 

literally, mind you, but to read it all.12  (I am convinced the great Christian spokesman C.H. 

Dodd had it right when he said that there is no such thing as an “intelligent, literal reading of the 

Bible.” Every reading is an interpretation.13) But if we are going to try to read somewhat 

literally, let us try to do so, completely. In this text of John (in several verses before today’s 

specific text), Jesus claims, “I am the gate.” As traditionally interpreted this means that those 

who come by Jesus are “in” and everyone else is “out.” Coupled with today’s text from the book 

of Acts, a watertight case is often claimed for the absolute truth of Christianity. But if we are to 

try to take such claims literally, we must also hear Jesus say, literally, I am the gate. Whoever 

enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture (10.9). Will come in. 

And will go out – for that’s where the pasture is! (Wow. Take that literally!) So what’s “in”? 

And what’s “out”? And is the important thing finding Jesus, so we can get “in”? Or is it finding 

the shepherd who can free us to see a world without the need of a gate?14 

                                                 
12 When I say “none literally,” I simply mean that the “literal truth” if never the final point of a scriptural text. 
Creation isn’t about physics, for example, but about God’s purpose from “the beginning.” Jonah isn’t about a man 
and a fish, but about a people (the Jews) and their relationship with God. Even narratives based on historical events 
are, when they are recorded in scripture, always about more than the events themselves. So we have four gospels 
telling of some of the same events, and the details of the actual events are recorded differently – because a gospel 
writer does not write for the same purpose a newspaper reporter does (as if news journalism is objective!) It is 
always the spiritual truth that is at stake. 
13 I have lost the citation for this quotation from the great, British Christian. 
14 Do not misunderstand what I am saying. I am not a “universalist.” It is difficult for me to conceive of anyone 
rejecting the good, the right, the true, the beautiful, i.e., rejecting God, forever, but just as I believe we are free to do 
so in the here-and-now (and just as the nightly news makes it evident that so many are doing so), I believe in human 
freedom. God has made us forever, truly freed. I am simply saying I do not believe God’s salvation is limited to any 
one religious belief system. As Paul says in Romans 2.14-15: When Gentiles, who do not possess the law, do 
instinctively what the law requires, these, though not having the law, are a law to themselves. They show that what 
the law requires is written on their hearts…” Is this not God’s expressed goal for us? (See Jeremiah 31.33 and 
Hebrews 10.16) And when Jews and Hindus and Buddhists, etc… “keep the law,” are they not fulfilling this biblical 
mandate? Are they not showing themselves to be “brothers and sisters” of Christ (by his own definition)? 



 The problem for Christians living in a pluralistic world like ours is not in affirming that 

Jesus is The Only Name. The problem is that too many of us have so narrowed “salvation,” that 

it is only as wide as our own ignorance, only as welcoming as or our own fear, only as accepting 

as our own prejudice. Some have narrowed the salvation Jesus offers, to include only a culturally 

and religiously conditioned belief. But on the other end of the spectrum, the view is just as 

limited. Some can’t tolerate the “language of Zion” as it has been called, all that churchy 

vocabulary, so they cut it out, losing the beauty of the poetry in the process. They can’t stand the 

abuse of the theology, so they jettison the richness of the message, just because some of its 

messengers have delivered it (admittedly) poorly. They don’t like some of the hymns, because 

they don’t meet our ever-narrowing definition of what is acceptable theology, so we close the 

book and in our obstinacy, we miss the joy that comes from corporate singing. Narrower, and 

narrower, and narrower (it’s not just the domain of fundamentalists anymore!), so narrow that we 

cannot celebrate, so narrow that the life giving grace of faith is swallowed up in an abyss of 

judgment and cynicism. Some in this room are in one camp. And some of you are in the other.  

But, as we are about to sing, “there’s a wideness in God’s mercy.” It is a wideness I pray we all 

can find! 

As the Church Makes its Way to Pentecost, as we look for that which is essential, we 

must begin with the life-giving, broadening, all-encompassing wholeness that Jesus brings. So, 

for The Only Name. And for the Other Sheep. Thanks be to God. 

May it be so! 
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 The Greek word is “sozo,” to make well, to make whole, to heal, to save.2 The 

Church has unfortunately come to think of salvation as only something that deals with 

that invisible, spirit-like internal essence within us called the soul (which is, itself, 

another unfortunate biblical mis-appropriation). Biblical salvation is about the future, but 

it is also very much about the present.3 It is about the individual, but salvation also must 

come to communities and nations, to a global neighborhood.4 It is about one’s spirit, but 

one’s soul cannot be separated, biblically speaking, from that which makes us a whole, so 

a biblical salvation will always involve the feeding and clothing of the children of earth, 

it will always be made manifest by the treatment of the poor and the lame and the 

downtrodden and the prisoners, in their physical bodies.5 Feeding the hungry is about 

their salvation – and ours. Care to relieve the torment of the mentally ill is about their 

salvation – and ours. Reduction of greenhouse gases that threaten this earth’s ability to 

                                                 
2 As I read the Acts text prior to the sermon, I switched the translation of the words “healed” and “saved”: “…if we 
are… asked how this man has been ‘saved’…” (4.9), and “There is ‘healing’ in no one else, for there is no other 
name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be ‘made whole.’” (4.12) The Greek word is the same, 
in all three usages (though case and verb tenses differ). We ordinarily read that the man was “healed” and Jesus 
“saves.” What difference would it make to our understanding of “salvation” if the interpreters/translators had 
conveyed the “salvation” of the man (by Peter and John) and the “healing” power of Jesus? 
3 I have not studied this claim, personally, but my friend Dr. William E. Hull has said “nearly every time the word 
“sozo” is used in the New Testament, it is used in a future tense (verb).” In other words, we do not hear in scripture 
the language of evangelists who claim “I got saved” or the like (usage in a completed, past tense sense). Salvation is 
a process – a process which always involves the present, and looks to the future, as our salvation, and the salvation 
of the world, is being “worked out” (Philippians 2.12). 
4 Though I will cite no specific reference, I am persuaded in my reading of scripture and its commentaries, that the 
highly individualistic application of “salvation,” familiar in our highly evangelistic corner of the world, is a 
misappropriation of the concept, or at the very least an over-emphasis of the individual nature at the expense of the 
corporate. Scriptural salvation  is as corporate as it is individual (note the “election” of the nation of Israel, and not 
individuals within it). 
5Genesis 2.7: “…the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of 
life; and the man became a living being.” Scripture does not say that God breathed a soul into the man, but God’s 
breath made the man a living soul (the Hebrew word “nephesh” is also translated “soul”). And, as Paul discusses 
what occurs at death, he holds to the Hebraic notion of the unity of soul/body: So it is with the resurrection… It (the 
human person) is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a physical body, there is also a 
spiritual body” (there was no life in Hebraic thought apart from a body – of some kind!). Or, in the words of the old 
gospel tune concerning death, “I’ll have a new body!” The immortality of a soul (within the body) is not well-
attested in scripture. I believe we would do well to return to the Hebrews’ notion that we are living souls (we do not 
possess them), and, with this knowledge, attend more to the salvation of the world, in all its physical manifestations 
– thus affecting the “salvation of our souls.” 



sustain life, the cleaning of rivers, the protecting of lands – is part of the work of God’s 

salvation (for the earth, too, groans, as Paul says, waiting to be set free, to be made 

whole6). The end of warfare, the reconciliation of friends, whose relationship has been 

torn by lies or seeds of mistrust, the recovery of the addict, the renewal of the marriage, 

the new job for the one who has been put on the street by a slumping economy, the 

dedication of infants and parents to a life of faith and higher commitment7… these are the 

marks of God’s salvation at work, ever, among us. To heal is to save. To save is to make 

whole. 

 The Church has insisted that in the name of Jesus, is salvation. Though the things 

of the Spirit are not accessible to scientific inquiry or testing, this claim seems to me to be 

completely empirically verifiable. The world over, Churches proclaim the name of Jesus. 

And from every walk of life people claim and testify and verify – by their own changed 

living – that it is his name that has given them life. His name that has been their hope. His 

name that has signified their healing and wholeness. There is one name. For the Church it 

is The Only Name. 

 

For a time, in my house, I was the only father. Not the only father of the house. 

The only father, period. I kind of enjoyed that, you know! Being the father of two little 

guys who thought I was “it.” I could do anything. I could fix everything. But I guess it’s 

another of life’s awakenings, another loss of innocence, when fathers to wake up with 

adolescent sons, who are figuring out, day-by-maturing-day that Dad is, well… not the 

only one. And hardly the perfect, all-knowing, all-powerful protector they once knew. 

                                                 
6 “…in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay…” Romans 8.21. 
7 Today’s worship included a dedication service for Jason and Melinda Smith and their son, Deacon Gray Smith. 



Life awakens us to the universality of fatherhood (everybody has one), but this 

knowledge does not keep us from affirming the truth of the childlike claim (that most of 

us have known), a claim of experience and devotion and commitment and love: he is the 
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So it is with the Church’s understanding and dedication and loyalty and love of 

Jesus. He is The Only One. There is no other name. Wesley Ariarajah, a Methodist 

minister from Sri Lanka has helped me to understand that this is the way we should 
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is The Only Name, in the Church’s experience, and in my personal encounter. And it is 

not just that his is the only name we’ve been given, as if we may have actually been 

sheltered from some better name, some Way that might even be more life-giving. No, the 

proof, given by the testimony of millions of followers, and affirmed right here, is that his 

Way is sufficient to lead to life. In him we can know the abundance of life (John 10.10), 

the fullness of life, in him we can find God. 

 

 But there are other sheep. 

Sheep not of Jesus’ fold. I know many of them, and you probably do, too. And I am quite 

content to proclaim them to you today as just that, “sheep,” using the biblical metaphor, and not 

as the biblical counterpart to that image. My Jewish and Unitarian and Hindu and Buddhist 

colleagues, whom I consider friends and partners in ministry, are not “wolves in sheep’s 

                                                 
8 Wesley Ariarajah is quoted by Charles Kimball in When Religion Becomes Evil: “ [In texts such as Acts 4.12] we 
are not dealing with the absolute truths, but with the language of faith and love… The language of the Bible is also 
the language of faith… The problem begins when we take these confessions in the language of faith and love and 
turn them into absolute truths. It becomes much more serious when we turn them into truths on the basis of which 
we begin to measure the truth or otherwise of other faith claims. My daughter cannot say to her little friend in the 
next house that there is no way she can have the best father, for the best one is right there in her house. If she does, 
we’ll have to dismiss it as child-talk!” 



clothing,” to borrow the language of the fable, nor are they goats, to use the more derisive 
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see also Luke 11.23!) they are “doing the will of my Father in heaven” (Matthew 12.50) which 
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well. I have come to believe, they are the sheep to which Jesus referred, sheep, not of this fold. 
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words, if that one is too big for you, I have studied! In John’s context, what Jesus’ comment 

means is that he has sheep which are not of the Jewish fold. John is presenting to a Jewish world 

a Jesus, himself a Jew, who has seen a bigger picture, and who enlarged his disciples’ 

understanding of God’s salvation – which even includes (God forbid)… Gentiles!10 
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around and take up the very kind of exclusive arrogance that Jesus came to abolish. Herschel 

Hobbs, the great Southern Baptist voice, rightly notes that Jesus’ “inclusive concept must have 

sounded rather strange.”11 How unfortunate, then, that so many Southern Baptists, as well as 
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9 See “The Parable of the Sheep and the Goats,” in Matthew 25. 
10 The traditional interpretation, of course, suggests that these sheep, not of this fold are Gentiles, to whom Jesus will 
take his message of salvation, and then he will bring them, of necessity, into his fold: I must bring them also, and 
they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd (10.16). This is a sufficient reading, in my view, 
but not a necessary one – with the inclusive example of Jesus, and the expansive understanding of salvation that he 
provides the Jews. It is simply inconceivable to me that Jesus, whose most harsh critiques were always reserved for 
the “establishment,” the “insiders,” those who thought they knew and understood God and God’s way the most, 
would not offer the same critique of a Christian establishment, should he return today! 
11 As quoted in today’s bulletin, from Herschel H. Hobbs, An Exposition of the Four Gospels: “[Jesus’] inclusive 
concept must have sounded rather strange to both the Pharisees and to his disciples. It was in direct contrast to the 
narrow concept of salvation for Jews only. One of the greatest struggles for the gospel in early Christianity was to 
break out of this crusted mold. But it was/is in God’s plan that all… should be saved.”  
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literally, let us try to do so, completely. In this text of John (in several verses before today’s 

specific text), Jesus claims, “I am the gate.” As traditionally interpreted this means that those 

who come by Jesus are “in” and everyone else is “out.” Coupled with today’s text from the book 

of Acts, a watertight case is often claimed for the absolute truth of Christianity. But if we are to 

try to take such claims literally, we must also hear Jesus say, literally, I am the gate. Whoever 

enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture (10.9). Will come in. 

And will go out – for that’s where the pasture is! (Wow. Take that literally!) So what’s “in”? 

And what’s “out”? And is the important thing finding Jesus, so we can get “in”? Or is it finding 

the shepherd who can free us to see a world without the need of a gate?14 

                                                 
12 When I say “none literally,” I simply mean that the “literal truth” if never the final point of a scriptural text. 
Creation isn’t about physics, for example, but about God’s purpose from “the beginning.” Jonah isn’t about a man 
and a fish, but about a people (the Jews) and their relationship with God. Even narratives based on historical events 
are, when they are recorded in scripture, always about more than the events themselves. So we have four gospels 
telling of some of the same events, and the details of the actual events are recorded differently – because a gospel 
writer does not write for the same purpose a newspaper reporter does (as if news journalism is objective!) It is 
always the spiritual truth that is at stake. 
13 I have lost the citation for this quotation from the great, British Christian. 
14 Do not misunderstand what I am saying. I am not a “universalist.” It is difficult for me to conceive of anyone 
rejecting the good, the right, the true, the beautiful, i.e., rejecting God, forever, but just as I believe we are free to do 
so in the here-and-now (and just as the nightly news makes it evident that so many are doing so), I believe in human 
freedom. God has made us forever, truly freed. I am simply saying I do not believe God’s salvation is limited to any 
one religious belief system. As Paul says in Romans 2.14-15: When Gentiles, who do not possess the law, do 
instinctively what the law requires, these, though not having the law, are a law to themselves. They show that what 
the law requires is written on their hearts…” Is this not God’s expressed goal for us? (See Jeremiah 31.33 and 
Hebrews 10.16) And when Jews and Hindus and Buddhists, etc… “keep the law,” are they not fulfilling this biblical 
mandate? Are they not showing themselves to be “brothers and sisters” of Christ (by his own definition)? 



 The problem for Christians living in a pluralistic world like ours is not in affirming that 

Jesus is The Only Name. The problem is that too many of us have so narrowed “salvation,” that 

it is only as wide as our own ignorance, only as welcoming as or our own fear, only as accepting 

as our own prejudice. Some have narrowed the salvation Jesus offers, to include only a culturally 

and religiously conditioned belief. But on the other end of the spectrum, the view is just as 

limited. Some can’t tolerate the “language of Zion” as it has been called, all that churchy 

vocabulary, so they cut it out, losing the beauty of the poetry in the process. They can’t stand the 

abuse of the theology, so they jettison the richness of the message, just because some of its 

messengers have delivered it (admittedly) poorly. They don’t like some of the hymns, because 

they don’t meet our ever-narrowing definition of what is acceptable theology, so we close the 

book and in our obstinacy, we miss the joy that comes from corporate singing. Narrower, and 

narrower, and narrower (it’s not just the domain of fundamentalists anymore!), so narrow that we 

cannot celebrate, so narrow that the life giving grace of faith is swallowed up in an abyss of 

judgment and cynicism. Some in this room are in one camp. And some of you are in the other.  

But, as we are about to sing, “there’s a wideness in God’s mercy.” It is a wideness I pray we all 

can find! 

As the Church Makes its Way to Pentecost, as we look for that which is essential, we 

must begin with the life-giving, broadening, all-encompassing wholeness that Jesus brings. So, 

for The Only Name. And for the Other Sheep. Thanks be to God. 

May it be so! 
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The Only Name. And the Other Sheep. 
Acts 4.5-12; John 10.11-18 
Russ Dean, May 3, 2009 

 
 In her insightful book on the Christian life called, Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of 

Faith, Kathleen Norris recalls the disturbing experience of a friend of hers who had been trying 

to get his grown-up act together. He had struck up a relationship with a man, with whom he had 

started a business. The friend was impressed with his new partner’s obvious experience and was 

hopeful that the work they were doing would be good for everyone involved. Then one day as 

they were driving together on the outskirts of a small town, after meeting a car in the road the 

partner suddenly pulled to shoulder, obviously agitated. As he reached below the seat he said in 

an alarmingly matter-of-fact tone, “I need to kill him [the guy driving the car], but he’s with 

someone, and I don’t know who. So it’ll have to wait.” The friend looked down to find his 

partner holding a gun, which had been tucked away, and it was right then that he decided to get 

out. “This was over my head,” he told Norris. 

 “And that is salvation,” Kathleen Norris says, “or at least the beginning of it.” 

The Hebrew word for ‘salvation’ means literally ‘to make wide,’ or ‘to make 
sufficient,’ and our friend had recognized that the road he had taken was not wide 
enough to sustain his life; it was sufficient only as a way leading to death. 

 
 Peter and John, two of the first to testify to the power of Jesus’ influence were 

unashamed to say that his Way was the Way of healing and wholeness.1 The life he lived 

was wide enough, the love he showed was sufficient, they claimed, to reveal the very 

heart of God. Yes, Jesus had become their salvation. 

                                                 
1 I capitalize “Way” as an allusion to the title, apparently the earliest given to the followers of Jesus. Before they 
were called Christians, Jesus’ followers were known as Followers of the Way. See Acts 19.9,23; 22.4; there are a 
number of other citations in the book of Acts. 



 The Greek word is “sozo,” to make well, to make whole, to heal, to save.2 The 

Church has unfortunately come to think of salvation as only something that deals with 

that invisible, spirit-like internal essence within us called the soul (which is, itself, 

another unfortunate biblical mis-appropriation). Biblical salvation is about the future, but 

it is also very much about the present.3 It is about the individual, but salvation also must 

come to communities and nations, to a global neighborhood.4 It is about one’s spirit, but 

one’s soul cannot be separated, biblically speaking, from that which makes us a whole, so 

a biblical salvation will always involve the feeding and clothing of the children of earth, 

it will always be made manifest by the treatment of the poor and the lame and the 

downtrodden and the prisoners, in their physical bodies.5 Feeding the hungry is about 

their salvation – and ours. Care to relieve the torment of the mentally ill is about their 

salvation – and ours. Reduction of greenhouse gases that threaten this earth’s ability to 

                                                 
2 As I read the Acts text prior to the sermon, I switched the translation of the words “healed” and “saved”: “…if we 
are… asked how this man has been ‘saved’…” (4.9), and “There is ‘healing’ in no one else, for there is no other 
name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be ‘made whole.’” (4.12) The Greek word is the same, 
in all three usages (though case and verb tenses differ). We ordinarily read that the man was “healed” and Jesus 
“saves.” What difference would it make to our understanding of “salvation” if the interpreters/translators had 
conveyed the “salvation” of the man (by Peter and John) and the “healing” power of Jesus? 
3 I have not studied this claim, personally, but my friend Dr. William E. Hull has said “nearly every time the word 
“sozo” is used in the New Testament, it is used in a future tense (verb).” In other words, we do not hear in scripture 
the language of evangelists who claim “I got saved” or the like (usage in a completed, past tense sense). Salvation is 
a process – a process which always involves the present, and looks to the future, as our salvation, and the salvation 
of the world, is being “worked out” (Philippians 2.12). 
4 Though I will cite no specific reference, I am persuaded in my reading of scripture and its commentaries, that the 
highly individualistic application of “salvation,” familiar in our highly evangelistic corner of the world, is a 
misappropriation of the concept, or at the very least an over-emphasis of the individual nature at the expense of the 
corporate. Scriptural salvation  is as corporate as it is individual (note the “election” of the nation of Israel, and not 
individuals within it). 
5Genesis 2.7: “…the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of 
life; and the man became a living being.” Scripture does not say that God breathed a soul into the man, but God’s 
breath made the man a living soul (the Hebrew word “nephesh” is also translated “soul”). And, as Paul discusses 
what occurs at death, he holds to the Hebraic notion of the unity of soul/body: So it is with the resurrection… It (the 
human person) is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a physical body, there is also a 
spiritual body” (there was no life in Hebraic thought apart from a body – of some kind!). Or, in the words of the old 
gospel tune concerning death, “I’ll have a new body!” The immortality of a soul (within the body) is not well-
attested in scripture. I believe we would do well to return to the Hebrews’ notion that we are living souls (we do not 
possess them), and, with this knowledge, attend more to the salvation of the world, in all its physical manifestations 
– thus affecting the “salvation of our souls.” 



sustain life, the cleaning of rivers, the protecting of lands – is part of the work of God’s 

salvation (for the earth, too, groans, as Paul says, waiting to be set free, to be made 

whole6). The end of warfare, the reconciliation of friends, whose relationship has been 

torn by lies or seeds of mistrust, the recovery of the addict, the renewal of the marriage, 

the new job for the one who has been put on the street by a slumping economy, the 

dedication of infants and parents to a life of faith and higher commitment7… these are the 

marks of God’s salvation at work, ever, among us. To heal is to save. To save is to make 

whole. 

 The Church has insisted that in the name of Jesus, is salvation. Though the things 

of the Spirit are not accessible to scientific inquiry or testing, this claim seems to me to be 

completely empirically verifiable. The world over, Churches proclaim the name of Jesus. 

And from every walk of life people claim and testify and verify – by their own changed 

living – that it is his name that has given them life. His name that has been their hope. His 

name that has signified their healing and wholeness. There is one name. For the Church it 

is The Only Name. 

 

For a time, in my house, I was the only father. Not the only father of the house. 

The only father, period. I kind of enjoyed that, you know! Being the father of two little 

guys who thought I was “it.” I could do anything. I could fix everything. But I guess it’s 

another of life’s awakenings, another loss of innocence, when fathers to wake up with 

adolescent sons, who are figuring out, day-by-maturing-day that Dad is, well… not the 

only one. And hardly the perfect, all-knowing, all-powerful protector they once knew. 

                                                 
6 “…in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay…” Romans 8.21. 
7 Today’s worship included a dedication service for Jason and Melinda Smith and their son, Deacon Gray Smith. 



Life awakens us to the universality of fatherhood (everybody has one), but this 

knowledge does not keep us from affirming the truth of the childlike claim (that most of 

us have known), a claim of experience and devotion and commitment and love: he is the 

only one! 

So it is with the Church’s understanding and dedication and loyalty and love of 

Jesus. He is The Only One. There is no other name. Wesley Ariarajah, a Methodist 

minister from Sri Lanka has helped me to understand that this is the way we should 

understand those comments of scripture that are often interpreted in absolute terms.8 His 

is The Only Name, in the Church’s experience, and in my personal encounter. And it is 

not just that his is the only name we’ve been given, as if we may have actually been 

sheltered from some better name, some Way that might even be more life-giving. No, the 

proof, given by the testimony of millions of followers, and affirmed right here, is that his 

Way is sufficient to lead to life. In him we can know the abundance of life (John 10.10), 

the fullness of life, in him we can find God. 

 

 But there are other sheep. 

Sheep not of Jesus’ fold. I know many of them, and you probably do, too. And I am quite 

content to proclaim them to you today as just that, “sheep,” using the biblical metaphor, and not 

as the biblical counterpart to that image. My Jewish and Unitarian and Hindu and Buddhist 

colleagues, whom I consider friends and partners in ministry, are not “wolves in sheep’s 

                                                 
8 Wesley Ariarajah is quoted by Charles Kimball in When Religion Becomes Evil: “ [In texts such as Acts 4.12] we 
are not dealing with the absolute truths, but with the language of faith and love… The language of the Bible is also 
the language of faith… The problem begins when we take these confessions in the language of faith and love and 
turn them into absolute truths. It becomes much more serious when we turn them into truths on the basis of which 
we begin to measure the truth or otherwise of other faith claims. My daughter cannot say to her little friend in the 
next house that there is no way she can have the best father, for the best one is right there in her house. If she does, 
we’ll have to dismiss it as child-talk!” 



clothing,” to borrow the language of the fable, nor are they goats, to use the more derisive 

biblical term9. As I understand Jesus, though they do not claim his name, they are “keeping his 

Father’s commandments” (John 14.21), they are “for him and not against him” (Mark 9.40 – but 

see also Luke 11.23!) they are “doing the will of my Father in heaven” (Matthew 12.50) which 

by Jesus’ own reckoning, makes them his brothers and sisters – and should make them ours, as 

well. I have come to believe, they are the sheep to which Jesus referred, sheep, not of this fold. 

 Now, let me make it clear that I have done my exegetical work on this text. In other 

words, if that one is too big for you, I have studied! In John’s context, what Jesus’ comment 

means is that he has sheep which are not of the Jewish fold. John is presenting to a Jewish world 

a Jesus, himself a Jew, who has seen a bigger picture, and who enlarged his disciples’ 

understanding of God’s salvation – which even includes (God forbid)… Gentiles!10 

 It seems to me highly ironic, then, inappropriately ironic, for Christians to turn right 

around and take up the very kind of exclusive arrogance that Jesus came to abolish. Herschel 

Hobbs, the great Southern Baptist voice, rightly notes that Jesus’ “inclusive concept must have 

sounded rather strange.”11 How unfortunate, then, that so many Southern Baptists, as well as 

Christians of all stripes, have again narrowed God’s salvation, so it only applies to the chosen 

few called “Christian.” 

 
                                                 
9 See “The Parable of the Sheep and the Goats,” in Matthew 25. 
10 The traditional interpretation, of course, suggests that these sheep, not of this fold are Gentiles, to whom Jesus will 
take his message of salvation, and then he will bring them, of necessity, into his fold: I must bring them also, and 
they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd (10.16). This is a sufficient reading, in my view, 
but not a necessary one – with the inclusive example of Jesus, and the expansive understanding of salvation that he 
provides the Jews. It is simply inconceivable to me that Jesus, whose most harsh critiques were always reserved for 
the “establishment,” the “insiders,” those who thought they knew and understood God and God’s way the most, 
would not offer the same critique of a Christian establishment, should he return today! 
11 As quoted in today’s bulletin, from Herschel H. Hobbs, An Exposition of the Four Gospels: “[Jesus’] inclusive 
concept must have sounded rather strange to both the Pharisees and to his disciples. It was in direct contrast to the 
narrow concept of salvation for Jews only. One of the greatest struggles for the gospel in early Christianity was to 
break out of this crusted mold. But it was/is in God’s plan that all… should be saved.”  



 Sometimes liberal Baptist preachers like I, are accused of picking and choosing what 

texts we want to affirm. I think it is the literalists who pick and choose – who read literally what 

they can, and then who metaphorize or interpret the rest. I am quite content to read it all. None 

literally, mind you, but to read it all.12  (I am convinced the great Christian spokesman C.H. 

Dodd had it right when he said that there is no such thing as an “intelligent, literal reading of the 

Bible.” Every reading is an interpretation.13) But if we are going to try to read somewhat 

literally, let us try to do so, completely. In this text of John (in several verses before today’s 

specific text), Jesus claims, “I am the gate.” As traditionally interpreted this means that those 

who come by Jesus are “in” and everyone else is “out.” Coupled with today’s text from the book 

of Acts, a watertight case is often claimed for the absolute truth of Christianity. But if we are to 

try to take such claims literally, we must also hear Jesus say, literally, I am the gate. Whoever 

enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture (10.9). Will come in. 

And will go out – for that’s where the pasture is! (Wow. Take that literally!) So what’s “in”? 

And what’s “out”? And is the important thing finding Jesus, so we can get “in”? Or is it finding 

the shepherd who can free us to see a world without the need of a gate?14 

                                                 
12 When I say “none literally,” I simply mean that the “literal truth” if never the final point of a scriptural text. 
Creation isn’t about physics, for example, but about God’s purpose from “the beginning.” Jonah isn’t about a man 
and a fish, but about a people (the Jews) and their relationship with God. Even narratives based on historical events 
are, when they are recorded in scripture, always about more than the events themselves. So we have four gospels 
telling of some of the same events, and the details of the actual events are recorded differently – because a gospel 
writer does not write for the same purpose a newspaper reporter does (as if news journalism is objective!) It is 
always the spiritual truth that is at stake. 
13 I have lost the citation for this quotation from the great, British Christian. 
14 Do not misunderstand what I am saying. I am not a “universalist.” It is difficult for me to conceive of anyone 
rejecting the good, the right, the true, the beautiful, i.e., rejecting God, forever, but just as I believe we are free to do 
so in the here-and-now (and just as the nightly news makes it evident that so many are doing so), I believe in human 
freedom. God has made us forever, truly freed. I am simply saying I do not believe God’s salvation is limited to any 
one religious belief system. As Paul says in Romans 2.14-15: When Gentiles, who do not possess the law, do 
instinctively what the law requires, these, though not having the law, are a law to themselves. They show that what 
the law requires is written on their hearts…” Is this not God’s expressed goal for us? (See Jeremiah 31.33 and 
Hebrews 10.16) And when Jews and Hindus and Buddhists, etc… “keep the law,” are they not fulfilling this biblical 
mandate? Are they not showing themselves to be “brothers and sisters” of Christ (by his own definition)? 



 The problem for Christians living in a pluralistic world like ours is not in affirming that 

Jesus is The Only Name. The problem is that too many of us have so narrowed “salvation,” that 

it is only as wide as our own ignorance, only as welcoming as or our own fear, only as accepting 

as our own prejudice. Some have narrowed the salvation Jesus offers, to include only a culturally 

and religiously conditioned belief. But on the other end of the spectrum, the view is just as 

limited. Some can’t tolerate the “language of Zion” as it has been called, all that churchy 

vocabulary, so they cut it out, losing the beauty of the poetry in the process. They can’t stand the 

abuse of the theology, so they jettison the richness of the message, just because some of its 

messengers have delivered it (admittedly) poorly. They don’t like some of the hymns, because 

they don’t meet our ever-narrowing definition of what is acceptable theology, so we close the 

book and in our obstinacy, we miss the joy that comes from corporate singing. Narrower, and 

narrower, and narrower (it’s not just the domain of fundamentalists anymore!), so narrow that we 

cannot celebrate, so narrow that the life giving grace of faith is swallowed up in an abyss of 

judgment and cynicism. Some in this room are in one camp. And some of you are in the other.  

But, as we are about to sing, “there’s a wideness in God’s mercy.” It is a wideness I pray we all 

can find! 

As the Church Makes its Way to Pentecost, as we look for that which is essential, we 

must begin with the life-giving, broadening, all-encompassing wholeness that Jesus brings. So, 

for The Only Name. And for the Other Sheep. Thanks be to God. 

May it be so! 
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 In her insightful book on the Christian life called, Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of 

Faith, Kathleen Norris recalls the disturbing experience of a friend of hers who had been trying 

to get his grown-up act together. He had struck up a relationship with a man, with whom he had 

started a business. The friend was impressed with his new partner’s obvious experience and was 

hopeful that the work they were doing would be good for everyone involved. Then one day as 

they were driving together on the outskirts of a small town, after meeting a car in the road the 

partner suddenly pulled to shoulder, obviously agitated. As he reached below the seat he said in 

an alarmingly matter-of-fact tone, “I need to kill him [the guy driving the car], but he’s with 

someone, and I don’t know who. So it’ll have to wait.” The friend looked down to find his 

partner holding a gun, which had been tucked away, and it was right then that he decided to get 

out. “This was over my head,” he told Norris. 

 “And that is salvation,” Kathleen Norris says, “or at least the beginning of it.” 

The Hebrew word for ‘salvation’ means literally ‘to make wide,’ or ‘to make 
sufficient,’ and our friend had recognized that the road he had taken was not wide 
enough to sustain his life; it was sufficient only as a way leading to death. 

 
 Peter and John, two of the first to testify to the power of Jesus’ influence were 

unashamed to say that his Way was the Way of healing and wholeness.1 The life he lived 

was wide enough, the love he showed was sufficient, they claimed, to reveal the very 

heart of God. Yes, Jesus had become their salvation. 

                                                 
1 I capitalize “Way” as an allusion to the title, apparently the earliest given to the followers of Jesus. Before they 
were called Christians, Jesus’ followers were known as Followers of the Way. See Acts 19.9,23; 22.4; there are a 
number of other citations in the book of Acts. 



 The Greek word is “sozo,” to make well, to make whole, to heal, to save.2 The 

Church has unfortunately come to think of salvation as only something that deals with 

that invisible, spirit-like internal essence within us called the soul (which is, itself, 

another unfortunate biblical mis-appropriation). Biblical salvation is about the future, but 

it is also very much about the present.3 It is about the individual, but salvation also must 

come to communities and nations, to a global neighborhood.4 It is about one’s spirit, but 

one’s soul cannot be separated, biblically speaking, from that which makes us a whole, so 

a biblical salvation will always involve the feeding and clothing of the children of earth, 

it will always be made manifest by the treatment of the poor and the lame and the 

downtrodden and the prisoners, in their physical bodies.5 Feeding the hungry is about 

their salvation – and ours. Care to relieve the torment of the mentally ill is about their 

salvation – and ours. Reduction of greenhouse gases that threaten this earth’s ability to 

                                                 
2 As I read the Acts text prior to the sermon, I switched the translation of the words “healed” and “saved”: “…if we 
are… asked how this man has been ‘saved’…” (4.9), and “There is ‘healing’ in no one else, for there is no other 
name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be ‘made whole.’” (4.12) The Greek word is the same, 
in all three usages (though case and verb tenses differ). We ordinarily read that the man was “healed” and Jesus 
“saves.” What difference would it make to our understanding of “salvation” if the interpreters/translators had 
conveyed the “salvation” of the man (by Peter and John) and the “healing” power of Jesus? 
3 I have not studied this claim, personally, but my friend Dr. William E. Hull has said “nearly every time the word 
“sozo” is used in the New Testament, it is used in a future tense (verb).” In other words, we do not hear in scripture 
the language of evangelists who claim “I got saved” or the like (usage in a completed, past tense sense). Salvation is 
a process – a process which always involves the present, and looks to the future, as our salvation, and the salvation 
of the world, is being “worked out” (Philippians 2.12). 
4 Though I will cite no specific reference, I am persuaded in my reading of scripture and its commentaries, that the 
highly individualistic application of “salvation,” familiar in our highly evangelistic corner of the world, is a 
misappropriation of the concept, or at the very least an over-emphasis of the individual nature at the expense of the 
corporate. Scriptural salvation  is as corporate as it is individual (note the “election” of the nation of Israel, and not 
individuals within it). 
5Genesis 2.7: “…the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of 
life; and the man became a living being.” Scripture does not say that God breathed a soul into the man, but God’s 
breath made the man a living soul (the Hebrew word “nephesh” is also translated “soul”). And, as Paul discusses 
what occurs at death, he holds to the Hebraic notion of the unity of soul/body: So it is with the resurrection… It (the 
human person) is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a physical body, there is also a 
spiritual body” (there was no life in Hebraic thought apart from a body – of some kind!). Or, in the words of the old 
gospel tune concerning death, “I’ll have a new body!” The immortality of a soul (within the body) is not well-
attested in scripture. I believe we would do well to return to the Hebrews’ notion that we are living souls (we do not 
possess them), and, with this knowledge, attend more to the salvation of the world, in all its physical manifestations 
– thus affecting the “salvation of our souls.” 



sustain life, the cleaning of rivers, the protecting of lands – is part of the work of God’s 

salvation (for the earth, too, groans, as Paul says, waiting to be set free, to be made 

whole6). The end of warfare, the reconciliation of friends, whose relationship has been 

torn by lies or seeds of mistrust, the recovery of the addict, the renewal of the marriage, 

the new job for the one who has been put on the street by a slumping economy, the 

dedication of infants and parents to a life of faith and higher commitment7… these are the 

marks of God’s salvation at work, ever, among us. To heal is to save. To save is to make 

whole. 

 The Church has insisted that in the name of Jesus, is salvation. Though the things 

of the Spirit are not accessible to scientific inquiry or testing, this claim seems to me to be 

completely empirically verifiable. The world over, Churches proclaim the name of Jesus. 

And from every walk of life people claim and testify and verify – by their own changed 

living – that it is his name that has given them life. His name that has been their hope. His 

name that has signified their healing and wholeness. There is one name. For the Church it 

is The Only Name. 

 

For a time, in my house, I was the only father. Not the only father of the house. 

The only father, period. I kind of enjoyed that, you know! Being the father of two little 

guys who thought I was “it.” I could do anything. I could fix everything. But I guess it’s 

another of life’s awakenings, another loss of innocence, when fathers to wake up with 

adolescent sons, who are figuring out, day-by-maturing-day that Dad is, well… not the 

only one. And hardly the perfect, all-knowing, all-powerful protector they once knew. 

                                                 
6 “…in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay…” Romans 8.21. 
7 Today’s worship included a dedication service for Jason and Melinda Smith and their son, Deacon Gray Smith. 



Life awakens us to the universality of fatherhood (everybody has one), but this 

knowledge does not keep us from affirming the truth of the childlike claim (that most of 

us have known), a claim of experience and devotion and commitment and love: he is the 

only one! 

So it is with the Church’s understanding and dedication and loyalty and love of 

Jesus. He is The Only One. There is no other name. Wesley Ariarajah, a Methodist 

minister from Sri Lanka has helped me to understand that this is the way we should 

understand those comments of scripture that are often interpreted in absolute terms.8 His 

is The Only Name, in the Church’s experience, and in my personal encounter. And it is 

not just that his is the only name we’ve been given, as if we may have actually been 

sheltered from some better name, some Way that might even be more life-giving. No, the 

proof, given by the testimony of millions of followers, and affirmed right here, is that his 

Way is sufficient to lead to life. In him we can know the abundance of life (John 10.10), 

the fullness of life, in him we can find God. 

 

 But there are other sheep. 

Sheep not of Jesus’ fold. I know many of them, and you probably do, too. And I am quite 

content to proclaim them to you today as just that, “sheep,” using the biblical metaphor, and not 

as the biblical counterpart to that image. My Jewish and Unitarian and Hindu and Buddhist 

colleagues, whom I consider friends and partners in ministry, are not “wolves in sheep’s 

                                                 
8 Wesley Ariarajah is quoted by Charles Kimball in When Religion Becomes Evil: “ [In texts such as Acts 4.12] we 
are not dealing with the absolute truths, but with the language of faith and love… The language of the Bible is also 
the language of faith… The problem begins when we take these confessions in the language of faith and love and 
turn them into absolute truths. It becomes much more serious when we turn them into truths on the basis of which 
we begin to measure the truth or otherwise of other faith claims. My daughter cannot say to her little friend in the 
next house that there is no way she can have the best father, for the best one is right there in her house. If she does, 
we’ll have to dismiss it as child-talk!” 



clothing,” to borrow the language of the fable, nor are they goats, to use the more derisive 

biblical term9. As I understand Jesus, though they do not claim his name, they are “keeping his 

Father’s commandments” (John 14.21), they are “for him and not against him” (Mark 9.40 – but 

see also Luke 11.23!) they are “doing the will of my Father in heaven” (Matthew 12.50) which 

by Jesus’ own reckoning, makes them his brothers and sisters – and should make them ours, as 

well. I have come to believe, they are the sheep to which Jesus referred, sheep, not of this fold. 

 Now, let me make it clear that I have done my exegetical work on this text. In other 

words, if that one is too big for you, I have studied! In John’s context, what Jesus’ comment 

means is that he has sheep which are not of the Jewish fold. John is presenting to a Jewish world 

a Jesus, himself a Jew, who has seen a bigger picture, and who enlarged his disciples’ 

understanding of God’s salvation – which even includes (God forbid)… Gentiles!10 

 It seems to me highly ironic, then, inappropriately ironic, for Christians to turn right 

around and take up the very kind of exclusive arrogance that Jesus came to abolish. Herschel 

Hobbs, the great Southern Baptist voice, rightly notes that Jesus’ “inclusive concept must have 

sounded rather strange.”11 How unfortunate, then, that so many Southern Baptists, as well as 

Christians of all stripes, have again narrowed God’s salvation, so it only applies to the chosen 

few called “Christian.” 

 
                                                 
9 See “The Parable of the Sheep and the Goats,” in Matthew 25. 
10 The traditional interpretation, of course, suggests that these sheep, not of this fold are Gentiles, to whom Jesus will 
take his message of salvation, and then he will bring them, of necessity, into his fold: I must bring them also, and 
they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd (10.16). This is a sufficient reading, in my view, 
but not a necessary one – with the inclusive example of Jesus, and the expansive understanding of salvation that he 
provides the Jews. It is simply inconceivable to me that Jesus, whose most harsh critiques were always reserved for 
the “establishment,” the “insiders,” those who thought they knew and understood God and God’s way the most, 
would not offer the same critique of a Christian establishment, should he return today! 
11 As quoted in today’s bulletin, from Herschel H. Hobbs, An Exposition of the Four Gospels: “[Jesus’] inclusive 
concept must have sounded rather strange to both the Pharisees and to his disciples. It was in direct contrast to the 
narrow concept of salvation for Jews only. One of the greatest struggles for the gospel in early Christianity was to 
break out of this crusted mold. But it was/is in God’s plan that all… should be saved.”  



 Sometimes liberal Baptist preachers like I, are accused of picking and choosing what 

texts we want to affirm. I think it is the literalists who pick and choose – who read literally what 

they can, and then who metaphorize or interpret the rest. I am quite content to read it all. None 

literally, mind you, but to read it all.12  (I am convinced the great Christian spokesman C.H. 

Dodd had it right when he said that there is no such thing as an “intelligent, literal reading of the 

Bible.” Every reading is an interpretation.13) But if we are going to try to read somewhat 

literally, let us try to do so, completely. In this text of John (in several verses before today’s 

specific text), Jesus claims, “I am the gate.” As traditionally interpreted this means that those 

who come by Jesus are “in” and everyone else is “out.” Coupled with today’s text from the book 

of Acts, a watertight case is often claimed for the absolute truth of Christianity. But if we are to 

try to take such claims literally, we must also hear Jesus say, literally, I am the gate. Whoever 

enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture (10.9). Will come in. 

And will go out – for that’s where the pasture is! (Wow. Take that literally!) So what’s “in”? 

And what’s “out”? And is the important thing finding Jesus, so we can get “in”? Or is it finding 

the shepherd who can free us to see a world without the need of a gate?14 

                                                 
12 When I say “none literally,” I simply mean that the “literal truth” if never the final point of a scriptural text. 
Creation isn’t about physics, for example, but about God’s purpose from “the beginning.” Jonah isn’t about a man 
and a fish, but about a people (the Jews) and their relationship with God. Even narratives based on historical events 
are, when they are recorded in scripture, always about more than the events themselves. So we have four gospels 
telling of some of the same events, and the details of the actual events are recorded differently – because a gospel 
writer does not write for the same purpose a newspaper reporter does (as if news journalism is objective!) It is 
always the spiritual truth that is at stake. 
13 I have lost the citation for this quotation from the great, British Christian. 
14 Do not misunderstand what I am saying. I am not a “universalist.” It is difficult for me to conceive of anyone 
rejecting the good, the right, the true, the beautiful, i.e., rejecting God, forever, but just as I believe we are free to do 
so in the here-and-now (and just as the nightly news makes it evident that so many are doing so), I believe in human 
freedom. God has made us forever, truly freed. I am simply saying I do not believe God’s salvation is limited to any 
one religious belief system. As Paul says in Romans 2.14-15: When Gentiles, who do not possess the law, do 
instinctively what the law requires, these, though not having the law, are a law to themselves. They show that what 
the law requires is written on their hearts…” Is this not God’s expressed goal for us? (See Jeremiah 31.33 and 
Hebrews 10.16) And when Jews and Hindus and Buddhists, etc… “keep the law,” are they not fulfilling this biblical 
mandate? Are they not showing themselves to be “brothers and sisters” of Christ (by his own definition)? 



 The problem for Christians living in a pluralistic world like ours is not in affirming that 

Jesus is The Only Name. The problem is that too many of us have so narrowed “salvation,” that 

it is only as wide as our own ignorance, only as welcoming as or our own fear, only as accepting 

as our own prejudice. Some have narrowed the salvation Jesus offers, to include only a culturally 

and religiously conditioned belief. But on the other end of the spectrum, the view is just as 

limited. Some can’t tolerate the “language of Zion” as it has been called, all that churchy 

vocabulary, so they cut it out, losing the beauty of the poetry in the process. They can’t stand the 

abuse of the theology, so they jettison the richness of the message, just because some of its 

messengers have delivered it (admittedly) poorly. They don’t like some of the hymns, because 

they don’t meet our ever-narrowing definition of what is acceptable theology, so we close the 

book and in our obstinacy, we miss the joy that comes from corporate singing. Narrower, and 

narrower, and narrower (it’s not just the domain of fundamentalists anymore!), so narrow that we 

cannot celebrate, so narrow that the life giving grace of faith is swallowed up in an abyss of 

judgment and cynicism. Some in this room are in one camp. And some of you are in the other.  

But, as we are about to sing, “there’s a wideness in God’s mercy.” It is a wideness I pray we all 

can find! 

As the Church Makes its Way to Pentecost, as we look for that which is essential, we 

must begin with the life-giving, broadening, all-encompassing wholeness that Jesus brings. So, 

for The Only Name. And for the Other Sheep. Thanks be to God. 

May it be so! 
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The Only Name. And the Other Sheep. 
Acts 4.5-12; John 10.11-18 
Russ Dean, May 3, 2009 

 
 In her insightful book on the Christian life called, Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of 

Faith, Kathleen Norris recalls the disturbing experience of a friend of hers who had been trying 

to get his grown-up act together. He had struck up a relationship with a man, with whom he had 

started a business. The friend was impressed with his new partner’s obvious experience and was 

hopeful that the work they were doing would be good for everyone involved. Then one day as 

they were driving together on the outskirts of a small town, after meeting a car in the road the 

partner suddenly pulled to shoulder, obviously agitated. As he reached below the seat he said in 

an alarmingly matter-of-fact tone, “I need to kill him [the guy driving the car], but he’s with 

someone, and I don’t know who. So it’ll have to wait.” The friend looked down to find his 

partner holding a gun, which had been tucked away, and it was right then that he decided to get 

out. “This was over my head,” he told Norris. 

 “And that is salvation,” Kathleen Norris says, “or at least the beginning of it.” 

The Hebrew word for ‘salvation’ means literally ‘to make wide,’ or ‘to make 
sufficient,’ and our friend had recognized that the road he had taken was not wide 
enough to sustain his life; it was sufficient only as a way leading to death. 

 
 Peter and John, two of the first to testify to the power of Jesus’ influence were 

unashamed to say that his Way was the Way of healing and wholeness.1 The life he lived 

was wide enough, the love he showed was sufficient, they claimed, to reveal the very 

heart of God. Yes, Jesus had become their salvation. 

                                                 
1 I capitalize “Way” as an allusion to the title, apparently the earliest given to the followers of Jesus. Before they 
were called Christians, Jesus’ followers were known as Followers of the Way. See Acts 19.9,23; 22.4; there are a 
number of other citations in the book of Acts. 



 The Greek word is “sozo,” to make well, to make whole, to heal, to save.2 The 

Church has unfortunately come to think of salvation as only something that deals with 

that invisible, spirit-like internal essence within us called the soul (which is, itself, 

another unfortunate biblical mis-appropriation). Biblical salvation is about the future, but 

it is also very much about the present.3 It is about the individual, but salvation also must 

come to communities and nations, to a global neighborhood.4 It is about one’s spirit, but 

one’s soul cannot be separated, biblically speaking, from that which makes us a whole, so 

a biblical salvation will always involve the feeding and clothing of the children of earth, 

it will always be made manifest by the treatment of the poor and the lame and the 

downtrodden and the prisoners, in their physical bodies.5 Feeding the hungry is about 

their salvation – and ours. Care to relieve the torment of the mentally ill is about their 

salvation – and ours. Reduction of greenhouse gases that threaten this earth’s ability to 

                                                 
2 As I read the Acts text prior to the sermon, I switched the translation of the words “healed” and “saved”: “…if we 
are… asked how this man has been ‘saved’…” (4.9), and “There is ‘healing’ in no one else, for there is no other 
name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be ‘made whole.’” (4.12) The Greek word is the same, 
in all three usages (though case and verb tenses differ). We ordinarily read that the man was “healed” and Jesus 
“saves.” What difference would it make to our understanding of “salvation” if the interpreters/translators had 
conveyed the “salvation” of the man (by Peter and John) and the “healing” power of Jesus? 
3 I have not studied this claim, personally, but my friend Dr. William E. Hull has said “nearly every time the word 
“sozo” is used in the New Testament, it is used in a future tense (verb).” In other words, we do not hear in scripture 
the language of evangelists who claim “I got saved” or the like (usage in a completed, past tense sense). Salvation is 
a process – a process which always involves the present, and looks to the future, as our salvation, and the salvation 
of the world, is being “worked out” (Philippians 2.12). 
4 Though I will cite no specific reference, I am persuaded in my reading of scripture and its commentaries, that the 
highly individualistic application of “salvation,” familiar in our highly evangelistic corner of the world, is a 
misappropriation of the concept, or at the very least an over-emphasis of the individual nature at the expense of the 
corporate. Scriptural salvation  is as corporate as it is individual (note the “election” of the nation of Israel, and not 
individuals within it). 
5Genesis 2.7: “…the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of 
life; and the man became a living being.” Scripture does not say that God breathed a soul into the man, but God’s 
breath made the man a living soul (the Hebrew word “nephesh” is also translated “soul”). And, as Paul discusses 
what occurs at death, he holds to the Hebraic notion of the unity of soul/body: So it is with the resurrection… It (the 
human person) is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a physical body, there is also a 
spiritual body” (there was no life in Hebraic thought apart from a body – of some kind!). Or, in the words of the old 
gospel tune concerning death, “I’ll have a new body!” The immortality of a soul (within the body) is not well-
attested in scripture. I believe we would do well to return to the Hebrews’ notion that we are living souls (we do not 
possess them), and, with this knowledge, attend more to the salvation of the world, in all its physical manifestations 
– thus affecting the “salvation of our souls.” 



sustain life, the cleaning of rivers, the protecting of lands – is part of the work of God’s 

salvation (for the earth, too, groans, as Paul says, waiting to be set free, to be made 

whole6). The end of warfare, the reconciliation of friends, whose relationship has been 

torn by lies or seeds of mistrust, the recovery of the addict, the renewal of the marriage, 

the new job for the one who has been put on the street by a slumping economy, the 

dedication of infants and parents to a life of faith and higher commitment7… these are the 

marks of God’s salvation at work, ever, among us. To heal is to save. To save is to make 

whole. 

 The Church has insisted that in the name of Jesus, is salvation. Though the things 

of the Spirit are not accessible to scientific inquiry or testing, this claim seems to me to be 

completely empirically verifiable. The world over, Churches proclaim the name of Jesus. 

And from every walk of life people claim and testify and verify – by their own changed 

living – that it is his name that has given them life. His name that has been their hope. His 

name that has signified their healing and wholeness. There is one name. For the Church it 

is The Only Name. 

 

For a time, in my house, I was the only father. Not the only father of the house. 

The only father, period. I kind of enjoyed that, you know! Being the father of two little 

guys who thought I was “it.” I could do anything. I could fix everything. But I guess it’s 

another of life’s awakenings, another loss of innocence, when fathers to wake up with 

adolescent sons, who are figuring out, day-by-maturing-day that Dad is, well… not the 

only one. And hardly the perfect, all-knowing, all-powerful protector they once knew. 

                                                 
6 “…in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay…” Romans 8.21. 
7 Today’s worship included a dedication service for Jason and Melinda Smith and their son, Deacon Gray Smith. 



Life awakens us to the universality of fatherhood (everybody has one), but this 

knowledge does not keep us from affirming the truth of the childlike claim (that most of 

us have known), a claim of experience and devotion and commitment and love: he is the 

only one! 

So it is with the Church’s understanding and dedication and loyalty and love of 

Jesus. He is The Only One. There is no other name. Wesley Ariarajah, a Methodist 

minister from Sri Lanka has helped me to understand that this is the way we should 

understand those comments of scripture that are often interpreted in absolute terms.8 His 

is The Only Name, in the Church’s experience, and in my personal encounter. And it is 

not just that his is the only name we’ve been given, as if we may have actually been 

sheltered from some better name, some Way that might even be more life-giving. No, the 

proof, given by the testimony of millions of followers, and affirmed right here, is that his 

Way is sufficient to lead to life. In him we can know the abundance of life (John 10.10), 

the fullness of life, in him we can find God. 

 

 But there are other sheep. 

Sheep not of Jesus’ fold. I know many of them, and you probably do, too. And I am quite 

content to proclaim them to you today as just that, “sheep,” using the biblical metaphor, and not 

as the biblical counterpart to that image. My Jewish and Unitarian and Hindu and Buddhist 

colleagues, whom I consider friends and partners in ministry, are not “wolves in sheep’s 

                                                 
8 Wesley Ariarajah is quoted by Charles Kimball in When Religion Becomes Evil: “ [In texts such as Acts 4.12] we 
are not dealing with the absolute truths, but with the language of faith and love… The language of the Bible is also 
the language of faith… The problem begins when we take these confessions in the language of faith and love and 
turn them into absolute truths. It becomes much more serious when we turn them into truths on the basis of which 
we begin to measure the truth or otherwise of other faith claims. My daughter cannot say to her little friend in the 
next house that there is no way she can have the best father, for the best one is right there in her house. If she does, 
we’ll have to dismiss it as child-talk!” 



clothing,” to borrow the language of the fable, nor are they goats, to use the more derisive 

biblical term9. As I understand Jesus, though they do not claim his name, they are “keeping his 

Father’s commandments” (John 14.21), they are “for him and not against him” (Mark 9.40 – but 

see also Luke 11.23!) they are “doing the will of my Father in heaven” (Matthew 12.50) which 

by Jesus’ own reckoning, makes them his brothers and sisters – and should make them ours, as 

well. I have come to believe, they are the sheep to which Jesus referred, sheep, not of this fold. 

 Now, let me make it clear that I have done my exegetical work on this text. In other 

words, if that one is too big for you, I have studied! In John’s context, what Jesus’ comment 

means is that he has sheep which are not of the Jewish fold. John is presenting to a Jewish world 

a Jesus, himself a Jew, who has seen a bigger picture, and who enlarged his disciples’ 

understanding of God’s salvation – which even includes (God forbid)… Gentiles!10 

 It seems to me highly ironic, then, inappropriately ironic, for Christians to turn right 

around and take up the very kind of exclusive arrogance that Jesus came to abolish. Herschel 

Hobbs, the great Southern Baptist voice, rightly notes that Jesus’ “inclusive concept must have 

sounded rather strange.”11 How unfortunate, then, that so many Southern Baptists, as well as 

Christians of all stripes, have again narrowed God’s salvation, so it only applies to the chosen 

few called “Christian.” 

 
                                                 
9 See “The Parable of the Sheep and the Goats,” in Matthew 25. 
10 The traditional interpretation, of course, suggests that these sheep, not of this fold are Gentiles, to whom Jesus will 
take his message of salvation, and then he will bring them, of necessity, into his fold: I must bring them also, and 
they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd (10.16). This is a sufficient reading, in my view, 
but not a necessary one – with the inclusive example of Jesus, and the expansive understanding of salvation that he 
provides the Jews. It is simply inconceivable to me that Jesus, whose most harsh critiques were always reserved for 
the “establishment,” the “insiders,” those who thought they knew and understood God and God’s way the most, 
would not offer the same critique of a Christian establishment, should he return today! 
11 As quoted in today’s bulletin, from Herschel H. Hobbs, An Exposition of the Four Gospels: “[Jesus’] inclusive 
concept must have sounded rather strange to both the Pharisees and to his disciples. It was in direct contrast to the 
narrow concept of salvation for Jews only. One of the greatest struggles for the gospel in early Christianity was to 
break out of this crusted mold. But it was/is in God’s plan that all… should be saved.”  



 Sometimes liberal Baptist preachers like I, are accused of picking and choosing what 

texts we want to affirm. I think it is the literalists who pick and choose – who read literally what 

they can, and then who metaphorize or interpret the rest. I am quite content to read it all. None 

literally, mind you, but to read it all.12  (I am convinced the great Christian spokesman C.H. 

Dodd had it right when he said that there is no such thing as an “intelligent, literal reading of the 

Bible.” Every reading is an interpretation.13) But if we are going to try to read somewhat 

literally, let us try to do so, completely. In this text of John (in several verses before today’s 

specific text), Jesus claims, “I am the gate.” As traditionally interpreted this means that those 

who come by Jesus are “in” and everyone else is “out.” Coupled with today’s text from the book 

of Acts, a watertight case is often claimed for the absolute truth of Christianity. But if we are to 

try to take such claims literally, we must also hear Jesus say, literally, I am the gate. Whoever 

enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture (10.9). Will come in. 

And will go out – for that’s where the pasture is! (Wow. Take that literally!) So what’s “in”? 

And what’s “out”? And is the important thing finding Jesus, so we can get “in”? Or is it finding 

the shepherd who can free us to see a world without the need of a gate?14 

                                                 
12 When I say “none literally,” I simply mean that the “literal truth” if never the final point of a scriptural text. 
Creation isn’t about physics, for example, but about God’s purpose from “the beginning.” Jonah isn’t about a man 
and a fish, but about a people (the Jews) and their relationship with God. Even narratives based on historical events 
are, when they are recorded in scripture, always about more than the events themselves. So we have four gospels 
telling of some of the same events, and the details of the actual events are recorded differently – because a gospel 
writer does not write for the same purpose a newspaper reporter does (as if news journalism is objective!) It is 
always the spiritual truth that is at stake. 
13 I have lost the citation for this quotation from the great, British Christian. 
14 Do not misunderstand what I am saying. I am not a “universalist.” It is difficult for me to conceive of anyone 
rejecting the good, the right, the true, the beautiful, i.e., rejecting God, forever, but just as I believe we are free to do 
so in the here-and-now (and just as the nightly news makes it evident that so many are doing so), I believe in human 
freedom. God has made us forever, truly freed. I am simply saying I do not believe God’s salvation is limited to any 
one religious belief system. As Paul says in Romans 2.14-15: When Gentiles, who do not possess the law, do 
instinctively what the law requires, these, though not having the law, are a law to themselves. They show that what 
the law requires is written on their hearts…” Is this not God’s expressed goal for us? (See Jeremiah 31.33 and 
Hebrews 10.16) And when Jews and Hindus and Buddhists, etc… “keep the law,” are they not fulfilling this biblical 
mandate? Are they not showing themselves to be “brothers and sisters” of Christ (by his own definition)? 



 The problem for Christians living in a pluralistic world like ours is not in affirming that 

Jesus is The Only Name. The problem is that too many of us have so narrowed “salvation,” that 

it is only as wide as our own ignorance, only as welcoming as or our own fear, only as accepting 

as our own prejudice. Some have narrowed the salvation Jesus offers, to include only a culturally 

and religiously conditioned belief. But on the other end of the spectrum, the view is just as 

limited. Some can’t tolerate the “language of Zion” as it has been called, all that churchy 

vocabulary, so they cut it out, losing the beauty of the poetry in the process. They can’t stand the 

abuse of the theology, so they jettison the richness of the message, just because some of its 

messengers have delivered it (admittedly) poorly. They don’t like some of the hymns, because 

they don’t meet our ever-narrowing definition of what is acceptable theology, so we close the 

book and in our obstinacy, we miss the joy that comes from corporate singing. Narrower, and 

narrower, and narrower (it’s not just the domain of fundamentalists anymore!), so narrow that we 

cannot celebrate, so narrow that the life giving grace of faith is swallowed up in an abyss of 

judgment and cynicism. Some in this room are in one camp. And some of you are in the other.  

But, as we are about to sing, “there’s a wideness in God’s mercy.” It is a wideness I pray we all 

can find! 

As the Church Makes its Way to Pentecost, as we look for that which is essential, we 

must begin with the life-giving, broadening, all-encompassing wholeness that Jesus brings. So, 

for The Only Name. And for the Other Sheep. Thanks be to God. 

May it be so! 
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 In her insightful book on the Christian life called, Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of 

Faith, Kathleen Norris recalls the disturbing experience of a friend of hers who had been trying 

to get his grown-up act together. He had struck up a relationship with a man, with whom he had 

started a business. The friend was impressed with his new partner’s obvious experience and was 

hopeful that the work they were doing would be good for everyone involved. Then one day as 

they were driving together on the outskirts of a small town, after meeting a car in the road the 

partner suddenly pulled to shoulder, obviously agitated. As he reached below the seat he said in 

an alarmingly matter-of-fact tone, “I need to kill him [the guy driving the car], but he’s with 

someone, and I don’t know who. So it’ll have to wait.” The friend looked down to find his 

partner holding a gun, which had been tucked away, and it was right then that he decided to get 

out. “This was over my head,” he told Norris. 

 “And that is salvation,” Kathleen Norris says, “or at least the beginning of it.” 

The Hebrew word for ‘salvation’ means literally ‘to make wide,’ or ‘to make 
sufficient,’ and our friend had recognized that the road he had taken was not wide 
enough to sustain his life; it was sufficient only as a way leading to death. 

 
 Peter and John, two of the first to testify to the power of Jesus’ influence were 

unashamed to say that his Way was the Way of healing and wholeness.1 The life he lived 

was wide enough, the love he showed was sufficient, they claimed, to reveal the very 

heart of God. Yes, Jesus had become their salvation. 

                                                 
1 I capitalize “Way” as an allusion to the title, apparently the earliest given to the followers of Jesus. Before they 
were called Christians, Jesus’ followers were known as Followers of the Way. See Acts 19.9,23; 22.4; there are a 
number of other citations in the book of Acts. 



 The Greek word is “sozo,” to make well, to make whole, to heal, to save.2 The 

Church has unfortunately come to think of salvation as only something that deals with 

that invisible, spirit-like internal essence within us called the soul (which is, itself, 

another unfortunate biblical mis-appropriation). Biblical salvation is about the future, but 

it is also very much about the present.3 It is about the individual, but salvation also must 

come to communities and nations, to a global neighborhood.4 It is about one’s spirit, but 

one’s soul cannot be separated, biblically speaking, from that which makes us a whole, so 

a biblical salvation will always involve the feeding and clothing of the children of earth, 

it will always be made manifest by the treatment of the poor and the lame and the 

downtrodden and the prisoners, in their physical bodies.5 Feeding the hungry is about 

their salvation – and ours. Care to relieve the torment of the mentally ill is about their 

salvation – and ours. Reduction of greenhouse gases that threaten this earth’s ability to 

                                                 
2 As I read the Acts text prior to the sermon, I switched the translation of the words “healed” and “saved”: “…if we 
are… asked how this man has been ‘saved’…” (4.9), and “There is ‘healing’ in no one else, for there is no other 
name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be ‘made whole.’” (4.12) The Greek word is the same, 
in all three usages (though case and verb tenses differ). We ordinarily read that the man was “healed” and Jesus 
“saves.” What difference would it make to our understanding of “salvation” if the interpreters/translators had 
conveyed the “salvation” of the man (by Peter and John) and the “healing” power of Jesus? 
3 I have not studied this claim, personally, but my friend Dr. William E. Hull has said “nearly every time the word 
“sozo” is used in the New Testament, it is used in a future tense (verb).” In other words, we do not hear in scripture 
the language of evangelists who claim “I got saved” or the like (usage in a completed, past tense sense). Salvation is 
a process – a process which always involves the present, and looks to the future, as our salvation, and the salvation 
of the world, is being “worked out” (Philippians 2.12). 
4 Though I will cite no specific reference, I am persuaded in my reading of scripture and its commentaries, that the 
highly individualistic application of “salvation,” familiar in our highly evangelistic corner of the world, is a 
misappropriation of the concept, or at the very least an over-emphasis of the individual nature at the expense of the 
corporate. Scriptural salvation  is as corporate as it is individual (note the “election” of the nation of Israel, and not 
individuals within it). 
5Genesis 2.7: “…the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of 
life; and the man became a living being.” Scripture does not say that God breathed a soul into the man, but God’s 
breath made the man a living soul (the Hebrew word “nephesh” is also translated “soul”). And, as Paul discusses 
what occurs at death, he holds to the Hebraic notion of the unity of soul/body: So it is with the resurrection… It (the 
human person) is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a physical body, there is also a 
spiritual body” (there was no life in Hebraic thought apart from a body – of some kind!). Or, in the words of the old 
gospel tune concerning death, “I’ll have a new body!” The immortality of a soul (within the body) is not well-
attested in scripture. I believe we would do well to return to the Hebrews’ notion that we are living souls (we do not 
possess them), and, with this knowledge, attend more to the salvation of the world, in all its physical manifestations 
– thus affecting the “salvation of our souls.” 



sustain life, the cleaning of rivers, the protecting of lands – is part of the work of God’s 

salvation (for the earth, too, groans, as Paul says, waiting to be set free, to be made 

whole6). The end of warfare, the reconciliation of friends, whose relationship has been 

torn by lies or seeds of mistrust, the recovery of the addict, the renewal of the marriage, 

the new job for the one who has been put on the street by a slumping economy, the 

dedication of infants and parents to a life of faith and higher commitment7… these are the 

marks of God’s salvation at work, ever, among us. To heal is to save. To save is to make 

whole. 

 The Church has insisted that in the name of Jesus, is salvation. Though the things 

of the Spirit are not accessible to scientific inquiry or testing, this claim seems to me to be 

completely empirically verifiable. The world over, Churches proclaim the name of Jesus. 

And from every walk of life people claim and testify and verify – by their own changed 

living – that it is his name that has given them life. His name that has been their hope. His 

name that has signified their healing and wholeness. There is one name. For the Church it 

is The Only Name. 

 

For a time, in my house, I was the only father. Not the only father of the house. 

The only father, period. I kind of enjoyed that, you know! Being the father of two little 

guys who thought I was “it.” I could do anything. I could fix everything. But I guess it’s 

another of life’s awakenings, another loss of innocence, when fathers to wake up with 

adolescent sons, who are figuring out, day-by-maturing-day that Dad is, well… not the 

only one. And hardly the perfect, all-knowing, all-powerful protector they once knew. 

                                                 
6 “…in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay…” Romans 8.21. 
7 Today’s worship included a dedication service for Jason and Melinda Smith and their son, Deacon Gray Smith. 



Life awakens us to the universality of fatherhood (everybody has one), but this 

knowledge does not keep us from affirming the truth of the childlike claim (that most of 

us have known), a claim of experience and devotion and commitment and love: he is the 

only one! 

So it is with the Church’s understanding and dedication and loyalty and love of 

Jesus. He is The Only One. There is no other name. Wesley Ariarajah, a Methodist 

minister from Sri Lanka has helped me to understand that this is the way we should 

understand those comments of scripture that are often interpreted in absolute terms.8 His 

is The Only Name, in the Church’s experience, and in my personal encounter. And it is 

not just that his is the only name we’ve been given, as if we may have actually been 

sheltered from some better name, some Way that might even be more life-giving. No, the 

proof, given by the testimony of millions of followers, and affirmed right here, is that his 

Way is sufficient to lead to life. In him we can know the abundance of life (John 10.10), 

the fullness of life, in him we can find God. 

 

 But there are other sheep. 

Sheep not of Jesus’ fold. I know many of them, and you probably do, too. And I am quite 

content to proclaim them to you today as just that, “sheep,” using the biblical metaphor, and not 

as the biblical counterpart to that image. My Jewish and Unitarian and Hindu and Buddhist 

colleagues, whom I consider friends and partners in ministry, are not “wolves in sheep’s 

                                                 
8 Wesley Ariarajah is quoted by Charles Kimball in When Religion Becomes Evil: “ [In texts such as Acts 4.12] we 
are not dealing with the absolute truths, but with the language of faith and love… The language of the Bible is also 
the language of faith… The problem begins when we take these confessions in the language of faith and love and 
turn them into absolute truths. It becomes much more serious when we turn them into truths on the basis of which 
we begin to measure the truth or otherwise of other faith claims. My daughter cannot say to her little friend in the 
next house that there is no way she can have the best father, for the best one is right there in her house. If she does, 
we’ll have to dismiss it as child-talk!” 



clothing,” to borrow the language of the fable, nor are they goats, to use the more derisive 

biblical term9. As I understand Jesus, though they do not claim his name, they are “keeping his 

Father’s commandments” (John 14.21), they are “for him and not against him” (Mark 9.40 – but 

see also Luke 11.23!) they are “doing the will of my Father in heaven” (Matthew 12.50) which 

by Jesus’ own reckoning, makes them his brothers and sisters – and should make them ours, as 

well. I have come to believe, they are the sheep to which Jesus referred, sheep, not of this fold. 

 Now, let me make it clear that I have done my exegetical work on this text. In other 

words, if that one is too big for you, I have studied! In John’s context, what Jesus’ comment 

means is that he has sheep which are not of the Jewish fold. John is presenting to a Jewish world 

a Jesus, himself a Jew, who has seen a bigger picture, and who enlarged his disciples’ 

understanding of God’s salvation – which even includes (God forbid)… Gentiles!10 

 It seems to me highly ironic, then, inappropriately ironic, for Christians to turn right 

around and take up the very kind of exclusive arrogance that Jesus came to abolish. Herschel 

Hobbs, the great Southern Baptist voice, rightly notes that Jesus’ “inclusive concept must have 

sounded rather strange.”11 How unfortunate, then, that so many Southern Baptists, as well as 

Christians of all stripes, have again narrowed God’s salvation, so it only applies to the chosen 

few called “Christian.” 

 
                                                 
9 See “The Parable of the Sheep and the Goats,” in Matthew 25. 
10 The traditional interpretation, of course, suggests that these sheep, not of this fold are Gentiles, to whom Jesus will 
take his message of salvation, and then he will bring them, of necessity, into his fold: I must bring them also, and 
they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd (10.16). This is a sufficient reading, in my view, 
but not a necessary one – with the inclusive example of Jesus, and the expansive understanding of salvation that he 
provides the Jews. It is simply inconceivable to me that Jesus, whose most harsh critiques were always reserved for 
the “establishment,” the “insiders,” those who thought they knew and understood God and God’s way the most, 
would not offer the same critique of a Christian establishment, should he return today! 
11 As quoted in today’s bulletin, from Herschel H. Hobbs, An Exposition of the Four Gospels: “[Jesus’] inclusive 
concept must have sounded rather strange to both the Pharisees and to his disciples. It was in direct contrast to the 
narrow concept of salvation for Jews only. One of the greatest struggles for the gospel in early Christianity was to 
break out of this crusted mold. But it was/is in God’s plan that all… should be saved.”  



 Sometimes liberal Baptist preachers like I, are accused of picking and choosing what 

texts we want to affirm. I think it is the literalists who pick and choose – who read literally what 

they can, and then who metaphorize or interpret the rest. I am quite content to read it all. None 

literally, mind you, but to read it all.12  (I am convinced the great Christian spokesman C.H. 

Dodd had it right when he said that there is no such thing as an “intelligent, literal reading of the 

Bible.” Every reading is an interpretation.13) But if we are going to try to read somewhat 

literally, let us try to do so, completely. In this text of John (in several verses before today’s 

specific text), Jesus claims, “I am the gate.” As traditionally interpreted this means that those 

who come by Jesus are “in” and everyone else is “out.” Coupled with today’s text from the book 

of Acts, a watertight case is often claimed for the absolute truth of Christianity. But if we are to 

try to take such claims literally, we must also hear Jesus say, literally, I am the gate. Whoever 

enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture (10.9). Will come in. 

And will go out – for that’s where the pasture is! (Wow. Take that literally!) So what’s “in”? 

And what’s “out”? And is the important thing finding Jesus, so we can get “in”? Or is it finding 

the shepherd who can free us to see a world without the need of a gate?14 

                                                 
12 When I say “none literally,” I simply mean that the “literal truth” if never the final point of a scriptural text. 
Creation isn’t about physics, for example, but about God’s purpose from “the beginning.” Jonah isn’t about a man 
and a fish, but about a people (the Jews) and their relationship with God. Even narratives based on historical events 
are, when they are recorded in scripture, always about more than the events themselves. So we have four gospels 
telling of some of the same events, and the details of the actual events are recorded differently – because a gospel 
writer does not write for the same purpose a newspaper reporter does (as if news journalism is objective!) It is 
always the spiritual truth that is at stake. 
13 I have lost the citation for this quotation from the great, British Christian. 
14 Do not misunderstand what I am saying. I am not a “universalist.” It is difficult for me to conceive of anyone 
rejecting the good, the right, the true, the beautiful, i.e., rejecting God, forever, but just as I believe we are free to do 
so in the here-and-now (and just as the nightly news makes it evident that so many are doing so), I believe in human 
freedom. God has made us forever, truly freed. I am simply saying I do not believe God’s salvation is limited to any 
one religious belief system. As Paul says in Romans 2.14-15: When Gentiles, who do not possess the law, do 
instinctively what the law requires, these, though not having the law, are a law to themselves. They show that what 
the law requires is written on their hearts…” Is this not God’s expressed goal for us? (See Jeremiah 31.33 and 
Hebrews 10.16) And when Jews and Hindus and Buddhists, etc… “keep the law,” are they not fulfilling this biblical 
mandate? Are they not showing themselves to be “brothers and sisters” of Christ (by his own definition)? 



 The problem for Christians living in a pluralistic world like ours is not in affirming that 

Jesus is The Only Name. The problem is that too many of us have so narrowed “salvation,” that 

it is only as wide as our own ignorance, only as welcoming as or our own fear, only as accepting 

as our own prejudice. Some have narrowed the salvation Jesus offers, to include only a culturally 

and religiously conditioned belief. But on the other end of the spectrum, the view is just as 

limited. Some can’t tolerate the “language of Zion” as it has been called, all that churchy 

vocabulary, so they cut it out, losing the beauty of the poetry in the process. They can’t stand the 

abuse of the theology, so they jettison the richness of the message, just because some of its 

messengers have delivered it (admittedly) poorly. They don’t like some of the hymns, because 

they don’t meet our ever-narrowing definition of what is acceptable theology, so we close the 

book and in our obstinacy, we miss the joy that comes from corporate singing. Narrower, and 

narrower, and narrower (it’s not just the domain of fundamentalists anymore!), so narrow that we 

cannot celebrate, so narrow that the life giving grace of faith is swallowed up in an abyss of 

judgment and cynicism. Some in this room are in one camp. And some of you are in the other.  

But, as we are about to sing, “there’s a wideness in God’s mercy.” It is a wideness I pray we all 

can find! 

As the Church Makes its Way to Pentecost, as we look for that which is essential, we 

must begin with the life-giving, broadening, all-encompassing wholeness that Jesus brings. So, 

for The Only Name. And for the Other Sheep. Thanks be to God. 

May it be so! 
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The Only Name. And the Other Sheep. 
Acts 4.5-12; John 10.11-18 
Russ Dean, May 3, 2009 

 
 In her insightful book on the Christian life called, Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of 

Faith, Kathleen Norris recalls the disturbing experience of a friend of hers who had been trying 

to get his grown-up act together. He had struck up a relationship with a man, with whom he had 

started a business. The friend was impressed with his new partner’s obvious experience and was 

hopeful that the work they were doing would be good for everyone involved. Then one day as 

they were driving together on the outskirts of a small town, after meeting a car in the road the 

partner suddenly pulled to shoulder, obviously agitated. As he reached below the seat he said in 

an alarmingly matter-of-fact tone, “I need to kill him [the guy driving the car], but he’s with 

someone, and I don’t know who. So it’ll have to wait.” The friend looked down to find his 

partner holding a gun, which had been tucked away, and it was right then that he decided to get 

out. “This was over my head,” he told Norris. 

 “And that is salvation,” Kathleen Norris says, “or at least the beginning of it.” 

The Hebrew word for ‘salvation’ means literally ‘to make wide,’ or ‘to make 
sufficient,’ and our friend had recognized that the road he had taken was not wide 
enough to sustain his life; it was sufficient only as a way leading to death. 

 
 Peter and John, two of the first to testify to the power of Jesus’ influence were 

unashamed to say that his Way was the Way of healing and wholeness.1 The life he lived 

was wide enough, the love he showed was sufficient, they claimed, to reveal the very 

heart of God. Yes, Jesus had become their salvation. 

                                                 
1 I capitalize “Way” as an allusion to the title, apparently the earliest given to the followers of Jesus. Before they 
were called Christians, Jesus’ followers were known as Followers of the Way. See Acts 19.9,23; 22.4; there are a 
number of other citations in the book of Acts. 



 The Greek word is “sozo,” to make well, to make whole, to heal, to save.2 The 

Church has unfortunately come to think of salvation as only something that deals with 

that invisible, spirit-like internal essence within us called the soul (which is, itself, 

another unfortunate biblical mis-appropriation). Biblical salvation is about the future, but 

it is also very much about the present.3 It is about the individual, but salvation also must 

come to communities and nations, to a global neighborhood.4 It is about one’s spirit, but 

one’s soul cannot be separated, biblically speaking, from that which makes us a whole, so 

a biblical salvation will always involve the feeding and clothing of the children of earth, 

it will always be made manifest by the treatment of the poor and the lame and the 

downtrodden and the prisoners, in their physical bodies.5 Feeding the hungry is about 

their salvation – and ours. Care to relieve the torment of the mentally ill is about their 

salvation – and ours. Reduction of greenhouse gases that threaten this earth’s ability to 

                                                 
2 As I read the Acts text prior to the sermon, I switched the translation of the words “healed” and “saved”: “…if we 
are… asked how this man has been ‘saved’…” (4.9), and “There is ‘healing’ in no one else, for there is no other 
name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be ‘made whole.’” (4.12) The Greek word is the same, 
in all three usages (though case and verb tenses differ). We ordinarily read that the man was “healed” and Jesus 
“saves.” What difference would it make to our understanding of “salvation” if the interpreters/translators had 
conveyed the “salvation” of the man (by Peter and John) and the “healing” power of Jesus? 
3 I have not studied this claim, personally, but my friend Dr. William E. Hull has said “nearly every time the word 
“sozo” is used in the New Testament, it is used in a future tense (verb).” In other words, we do not hear in scripture 
the language of evangelists who claim “I got saved” or the like (usage in a completed, past tense sense). Salvation is 
a process – a process which always involves the present, and looks to the future, as our salvation, and the salvation 
of the world, is being “worked out” (Philippians 2.12). 
4 Though I will cite no specific reference, I am persuaded in my reading of scripture and its commentaries, that the 
highly individualistic application of “salvation,” familiar in our highly evangelistic corner of the world, is a 
misappropriation of the concept, or at the very least an over-emphasis of the individual nature at the expense of the 
corporate. Scriptural salvation  is as corporate as it is individual (note the “election” of the nation of Israel, and not 
individuals within it). 
5Genesis 2.7: “…the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of 
life; and the man became a living being.” Scripture does not say that God breathed a soul into the man, but God’s 
breath made the man a living soul (the Hebrew word “nephesh” is also translated “soul”). And, as Paul discusses 
what occurs at death, he holds to the Hebraic notion of the unity of soul/body: So it is with the resurrection… It (the 
human person) is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a physical body, there is also a 
spiritual body” (there was no life in Hebraic thought apart from a body – of some kind!). Or, in the words of the old 
gospel tune concerning death, “I’ll have a new body!” The immortality of a soul (within the body) is not well-
attested in scripture. I believe we would do well to return to the Hebrews’ notion that we are living souls (we do not 
possess them), and, with this knowledge, attend more to the salvation of the world, in all its physical manifestations 
– thus affecting the “salvation of our souls.” 



sustain life, the cleaning of rivers, the protecting of lands – is part of the work of God’s 

salvation (for the earth, too, groans, as Paul says, waiting to be set free, to be made 

whole6). The end of warfare, the reconciliation of friends, whose relationship has been 

torn by lies or seeds of mistrust, the recovery of the addict, the renewal of the marriage, 

the new job for the one who has been put on the street by a slumping economy, the 

dedication of infants and parents to a life of faith and higher commitment7… these are the 

marks of God’s salvation at work, ever, among us. To heal is to save. To save is to make 

whole. 

 The Church has insisted that in the name of Jesus, is salvation. Though the things 

of the Spirit are not accessible to scientific inquiry or testing, this claim seems to me to be 

completely empirically verifiable. The world over, Churches proclaim the name of Jesus. 

And from every walk of life people claim and testify and verify – by their own changed 

living – that it is his name that has given them life. His name that has been their hope. His 

name that has signified their healing and wholeness. There is one name. For the Church it 

is The Only Name. 

 

For a time, in my house, I was the only father. Not the only father of the house. 

The only father, period. I kind of enjoyed that, you know! Being the father of two little 

guys who thought I was “it.” I could do anything. I could fix everything. But I guess it’s 

another of life’s awakenings, another loss of innocence, when fathers to wake up with 

adolescent sons, who are figuring out, day-by-maturing-day that Dad is, well… not the 

only one. And hardly the perfect, all-knowing, all-powerful protector they once knew. 

                                                 
6 “…in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay…” Romans 8.21. 
7 Today’s worship included a dedication service for Jason and Melinda Smith and their son, Deacon Gray Smith. 



Life awakens us to the universality of fatherhood (everybody has one), but this 

knowledge does not keep us from affirming the truth of the childlike claim (that most of 

us have known), a claim of experience and devotion and commitment and love: he is the 

only one! 

So it is with the Church’s understanding and dedication and loyalty and love of 

Jesus. He is The Only One. There is no other name. Wesley Ariarajah, a Methodist 

minister from Sri Lanka has helped me to understand that this is the way we should 

understand those comments of scripture that are often interpreted in absolute terms.8 His 

is The Only Name, in the Church’s experience, and in my personal encounter. And it is 

not just that his is the only name we’ve been given, as if we may have actually been 

sheltered from some better name, some Way that might even be more life-giving. No, the 

proof, given by the testimony of millions of followers, and affirmed right here, is that his 

Way is sufficient to lead to life. In him we can know the abundance of life (John 10.10), 

the fullness of life, in him we can find God. 

 

 But there are other sheep. 

Sheep not of Jesus’ fold. I know many of them, and you probably do, too. And I am quite 

content to proclaim them to you today as just that, “sheep,” using the biblical metaphor, and not 

as the biblical counterpart to that image. My Jewish and Unitarian and Hindu and Buddhist 

colleagues, whom I consider friends and partners in ministry, are not “wolves in sheep’s 

                                                 
8 Wesley Ariarajah is quoted by Charles Kimball in When Religion Becomes Evil: “ [In texts such as Acts 4.12] we 
are not dealing with the absolute truths, but with the language of faith and love… The language of the Bible is also 
the language of faith… The problem begins when we take these confessions in the language of faith and love and 
turn them into absolute truths. It becomes much more serious when we turn them into truths on the basis of which 
we begin to measure the truth or otherwise of other faith claims. My daughter cannot say to her little friend in the 
next house that there is no way she can have the best father, for the best one is right there in her house. If she does, 
we’ll have to dismiss it as child-talk!” 



clothing,” to borrow the language of the fable, nor are they goats, to use the more derisive 

biblical term9. As I understand Jesus, though they do not claim his name, they are “keeping his 

Father’s commandments” (John 14.21), they are “for him and not against him” (Mark 9.40 – but 

see also Luke 11.23!) they are “doing the will of my Father in heaven” (Matthew 12.50) which 

by Jesus’ own reckoning, makes them his brothers and sisters – and should make them ours, as 

well. I have come to believe, they are the sheep to which Jesus referred, sheep, not of this fold. 

 Now, let me make it clear that I have done my exegetical work on this text. In other 

words, if that one is too big for you, I have studied! In John’s context, what Jesus’ comment 

means is that he has sheep which are not of the Jewish fold. John is presenting to a Jewish world 

a Jesus, himself a Jew, who has seen a bigger picture, and who enlarged his disciples’ 

understanding of God’s salvation – which even includes (God forbid)… Gentiles!10 

 It seems to me highly ironic, then, inappropriately ironic, for Christians to turn right 

around and take up the very kind of exclusive arrogance that Jesus came to abolish. Herschel 

Hobbs, the great Southern Baptist voice, rightly notes that Jesus’ “inclusive concept must have 

sounded rather strange.”11 How unfortunate, then, that so many Southern Baptists, as well as 

Christians of all stripes, have again narrowed God’s salvation, so it only applies to the chosen 

few called “Christian.” 

 
                                                 
9 See “The Parable of the Sheep and the Goats,” in Matthew 25. 
10 The traditional interpretation, of course, suggests that these sheep, not of this fold are Gentiles, to whom Jesus will 
take his message of salvation, and then he will bring them, of necessity, into his fold: I must bring them also, and 
they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd (10.16). This is a sufficient reading, in my view, 
but not a necessary one – with the inclusive example of Jesus, and the expansive understanding of salvation that he 
provides the Jews. It is simply inconceivable to me that Jesus, whose most harsh critiques were always reserved for 
the “establishment,” the “insiders,” those who thought they knew and understood God and God’s way the most, 
would not offer the same critique of a Christian establishment, should he return today! 
11 As quoted in today’s bulletin, from Herschel H. Hobbs, An Exposition of the Four Gospels: “[Jesus’] inclusive 
concept must have sounded rather strange to both the Pharisees and to his disciples. It was in direct contrast to the 
narrow concept of salvation for Jews only. One of the greatest struggles for the gospel in early Christianity was to 
break out of this crusted mold. But it was/is in God’s plan that all… should be saved.”  



 Sometimes liberal Baptist preachers like I, are accused of picking and choosing what 

texts we want to affirm. I think it is the literalists who pick and choose – who read literally what 

they can, and then who metaphorize or interpret the rest. I am quite content to read it all. None 

literally, mind you, but to read it all.12  (I am convinced the great Christian spokesman C.H. 

Dodd had it right when he said that there is no such thing as an “intelligent, literal reading of the 

Bible.” Every reading is an interpretation.13) But if we are going to try to read somewhat 

literally, let us try to do so, completely. In this text of John (in several verses before today’s 

specific text), Jesus claims, “I am the gate.” As traditionally interpreted this means that those 

who come by Jesus are “in” and everyone else is “out.” Coupled with today’s text from the book 

of Acts, a watertight case is often claimed for the absolute truth of Christianity. But if we are to 

try to take such claims literally, we must also hear Jesus say, literally, I am the gate. Whoever 

enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture (10.9). Will come in. 

And will go out – for that’s where the pasture is! (Wow. Take that literally!) So what’s “in”? 

And what’s “out”? And is the important thing finding Jesus, so we can get “in”? Or is it finding 

the shepherd who can free us to see a world without the need of a gate?14 

                                                 
12 When I say “none literally,” I simply mean that the “literal truth” if never the final point of a scriptural text. 
Creation isn’t about physics, for example, but about God’s purpose from “the beginning.” Jonah isn’t about a man 
and a fish, but about a people (the Jews) and their relationship with God. Even narratives based on historical events 
are, when they are recorded in scripture, always about more than the events themselves. So we have four gospels 
telling of some of the same events, and the details of the actual events are recorded differently – because a gospel 
writer does not write for the same purpose a newspaper reporter does (as if news journalism is objective!) It is 
always the spiritual truth that is at stake. 
13 I have lost the citation for this quotation from the great, British Christian. 
14 Do not misunderstand what I am saying. I am not a “universalist.” It is difficult for me to conceive of anyone 
rejecting the good, the right, the true, the beautiful, i.e., rejecting God, forever, but just as I believe we are free to do 
so in the here-and-now (and just as the nightly news makes it evident that so many are doing so), I believe in human 
freedom. God has made us forever, truly freed. I am simply saying I do not believe God’s salvation is limited to any 
one religious belief system. As Paul says in Romans 2.14-15: When Gentiles, who do not possess the law, do 
instinctively what the law requires, these, though not having the law, are a law to themselves. They show that what 
the law requires is written on their hearts…” Is this not God’s expressed goal for us? (See Jeremiah 31.33 and 
Hebrews 10.16) And when Jews and Hindus and Buddhists, etc… “keep the law,” are they not fulfilling this biblical 
mandate? Are they not showing themselves to be “brothers and sisters” of Christ (by his own definition)? 



 The problem for Christians living in a pluralistic world like ours is not in affirming that 

Jesus is The Only Name. The problem is that too many of us have so narrowed “salvation,” that 

it is only as wide as our own ignorance, only as welcoming as or our own fear, only as accepting 

as our own prejudice. Some have narrowed the salvation Jesus offers, to include only a culturally 

and religiously conditioned belief. But on the other end of the spectrum, the view is just as 

limited. Some can’t tolerate the “language of Zion” as it has been called, all that churchy 

vocabulary, so they cut it out, losing the beauty of the poetry in the process. They can’t stand the 

abuse of the theology, so they jettison the richness of the message, just because some of its 

messengers have delivered it (admittedly) poorly. They don’t like some of the hymns, because 

they don’t meet our ever-narrowing definition of what is acceptable theology, so we close the 

book and in our obstinacy, we miss the joy that comes from corporate singing. Narrower, and 

narrower, and narrower (it’s not just the domain of fundamentalists anymore!), so narrow that we 

cannot celebrate, so narrow that the life giving grace of faith is swallowed up in an abyss of 

judgment and cynicism. Some in this room are in one camp. And some of you are in the other.  

But, as we are about to sing, “there’s a wideness in God’s mercy.” It is a wideness I pray we all 

can find! 

As the Church Makes its Way to Pentecost, as we look for that which is essential, we 

must begin with the life-giving, broadening, all-encompassing wholeness that Jesus brings. So, 

for The Only Name. And for the Other Sheep. Thanks be to God. 

May it be so! 

 

 



The Park Road Pulpit 
  Sermons from Park Road Baptist Church  
      Russ and Amy Jacks Dean, Pastors 

The Only Name. And the Other Sheep. 
Acts 4.5-12; John 10.11-18 
Russ Dean, May 3, 2009 

 
 In her insightful book on the Christian life called, Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of 

Faith, Kathleen Norris recalls the disturbing experience of a friend of hers who had been trying 

to get his grown-up act together. He had struck up a relationship with a man, with whom he had 

started a business. The friend was impressed with his new partner’s obvious experience and was 

hopeful that the work they were doing would be good for everyone involved. Then one day as 

they were driving together on the outskirts of a small town, after meeting a car in the road the 

partner suddenly pulled to shoulder, obviously agitated. As he reached below the seat he said in 

an alarmingly matter-of-fact tone, “I need to kill him [the guy driving the car], but he’s with 

someone, and I don’t know who. So it’ll have to wait.” The friend looked down to find his 

partner holding a gun, which had been tucked away, and it was right then that he decided to get 

out. “This was over my head,” he told Norris. 

 “And that is salvation,” Kathleen Norris says, “or at least the beginning of it.” 

The Hebrew word for ‘salvation’ means literally ‘to make wide,’ or ‘to make 
sufficient,’ and our friend had recognized that the road he had taken was not wide 
enough to sustain his life; it was sufficient only as a way leading to death. 

 
 Peter and John, two of the first to testify to the power of Jesus’ influence were 

unashamed to say that his Way was the Way of healing and wholeness.1 The life he lived 

was wide enough, the love he showed was sufficient, they claimed, to reveal the very 

heart of God. Yes, Jesus had become their salvation. 

                                                 
1 I capitalize “Way” as an allusion to the title, apparently the earliest given to the followers of Jesus. Before they 
were called Christians, Jesus’ followers were known as Followers of the Way. See Acts 19.9,23; 22.4; there are a 
number of other citations in the book of Acts. 



 The Greek word is “sozo,” to make well, to make whole, to heal, to save.2 The 

Church has unfortunately come to think of salvation as only something that deals with 

that invisible, spirit-like internal essence within us called the soul (which is, itself, 

another unfortunate biblical mis-appropriation). Biblical salvation is about the future, but 

it is also very much about the present.3 It is about the individual, but salvation also must 

come to communities and nations, to a global neighborhood.4 It is about one’s spirit, but 

one’s soul cannot be separated, biblically speaking, from that which makes us a whole, so 

a biblical salvation will always involve the feeding and clothing of the children of earth, 

it will always be made manifest by the treatment of the poor and the lame and the 

downtrodden and the prisoners, in their physical bodies.5 Feeding the hungry is about 

their salvation – and ours. Care to relieve the torment of the mentally ill is about their 

salvation – and ours. Reduction of greenhouse gases that threaten this earth’s ability to 

                                                 
2 As I read the Acts text prior to the sermon, I switched the translation of the words “healed” and “saved”: “…if we 
are… asked how this man has been ‘saved’…” (4.9), and “There is ‘healing’ in no one else, for there is no other 
name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be ‘made whole.’” (4.12) The Greek word is the same, 
in all three usages (though case and verb tenses differ). We ordinarily read that the man was “healed” and Jesus 
“saves.” What difference would it make to our understanding of “salvation” if the interpreters/translators had 
conveyed the “salvation” of the man (by Peter and John) and the “healing” power of Jesus? 
3 I have not studied this claim, personally, but my friend Dr. William E. Hull has said “nearly every time the word 
“sozo” is used in the New Testament, it is used in a future tense (verb).” In other words, we do not hear in scripture 
the language of evangelists who claim “I got saved” or the like (usage in a completed, past tense sense). Salvation is 
a process – a process which always involves the present, and looks to the future, as our salvation, and the salvation 
of the world, is being “worked out” (Philippians 2.12). 
4 Though I will cite no specific reference, I am persuaded in my reading of scripture and its commentaries, that the 
highly individualistic application of “salvation,” familiar in our highly evangelistic corner of the world, is a 
misappropriation of the concept, or at the very least an over-emphasis of the individual nature at the expense of the 
corporate. Scriptural salvation  is as corporate as it is individual (note the “election” of the nation of Israel, and not 
individuals within it). 
5Genesis 2.7: “…the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of 
life; and the man became a living being.” Scripture does not say that God breathed a soul into the man, but God’s 
breath made the man a living soul (the Hebrew word “nephesh” is also translated “soul”). And, as Paul discusses 
what occurs at death, he holds to the Hebraic notion of the unity of soul/body: So it is with the resurrection… It (the 
human person) is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a physical body, there is also a 
spiritual body” (there was no life in Hebraic thought apart from a body – of some kind!). Or, in the words of the old 
gospel tune concerning death, “I’ll have a new body!” The immortality of a soul (within the body) is not well-
attested in scripture. I believe we would do well to return to the Hebrews’ notion that we are living souls (we do not 
possess them), and, with this knowledge, attend more to the salvation of the world, in all its physical manifestations 
– thus affecting the “salvation of our souls.” 



sustain life, the cleaning of rivers, the protecting of lands – is part of the work of God’s 

salvation (for the earth, too, groans, as Paul says, waiting to be set free, to be made 

whole6). The end of warfare, the reconciliation of friends, whose relationship has been 

torn by lies or seeds of mistrust, the recovery of the addict, the renewal of the marriage, 

the new job for the one who has been put on the street by a slumping economy, the 

dedication of infants and parents to a life of faith and higher commitment7… these are the 

marks of God’s salvation at work, ever, among us. To heal is to save. To save is to make 

whole. 

 The Church has insisted that in the name of Jesus, is salvation. Though the things 

of the Spirit are not accessible to scientific inquiry or testing, this claim seems to me to be 

completely empirically verifiable. The world over, Churches proclaim the name of Jesus. 

And from every walk of life people claim and testify and verify – by their own changed 

living – that it is his name that has given them life. His name that has been their hope. His 

name that has signified their healing and wholeness. There is one name. For the Church it 

is The Only Name. 

 

For a time, in my house, I was the only father. Not the only father of the house. 

The only father, period. I kind of enjoyed that, you know! Being the father of two little 

guys who thought I was “it.” I could do anything. I could fix everything. But I guess it’s 

another of life’s awakenings, another loss of innocence, when fathers to wake up with 

adolescent sons, who are figuring out, day-by-maturing-day that Dad is, well… not the 

only one. And hardly the perfect, all-knowing, all-powerful protector they once knew. 

                                                 
6 “…in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay…” Romans 8.21. 
7 Today’s worship included a dedication service for Jason and Melinda Smith and their son, Deacon Gray Smith. 



Life awakens us to the universality of fatherhood (everybody has one), but this 

knowledge does not keep us from affirming the truth of the childlike claim (that most of 

us have known), a claim of experience and devotion and commitment and love: he is the 

only one! 

So it is with the Church’s understanding and dedication and loyalty and love of 

Jesus. He is The Only One. There is no other name. Wesley Ariarajah, a Methodist 

minister from Sri Lanka has helped me to understand that this is the way we should 

understand those comments of scripture that are often interpreted in absolute terms.8 His 

is The Only Name, in the Church’s experience, and in my personal encounter. And it is 

not just that his is the only name we’ve been given, as if we may have actually been 

sheltered from some better name, some Way that might even be more life-giving. No, the 

proof, given by the testimony of millions of followers, and affirmed right here, is that his 

Way is sufficient to lead to life. In him we can know the abundance of life (John 10.10), 

the fullness of life, in him we can find God. 

 

 But there are other sheep. 

Sheep not of Jesus’ fold. I know many of them, and you probably do, too. And I am quite 

content to proclaim them to you today as just that, “sheep,” using the biblical metaphor, and not 

as the biblical counterpart to that image. My Jewish and Unitarian and Hindu and Buddhist 

colleagues, whom I consider friends and partners in ministry, are not “wolves in sheep’s 

                                                 
8 Wesley Ariarajah is quoted by Charles Kimball in When Religion Becomes Evil: “ [In texts such as Acts 4.12] we 
are not dealing with the absolute truths, but with the language of faith and love… The language of the Bible is also 
the language of faith… The problem begins when we take these confessions in the language of faith and love and 
turn them into absolute truths. It becomes much more serious when we turn them into truths on the basis of which 
we begin to measure the truth or otherwise of other faith claims. My daughter cannot say to her little friend in the 
next house that there is no way she can have the best father, for the best one is right there in her house. If she does, 
we’ll have to dismiss it as child-talk!” 



clothing,” to borrow the language of the fable, nor are they goats, to use the more derisive 

biblical term9. As I understand Jesus, though they do not claim his name, they are “keeping his 

Father’s commandments” (John 14.21), they are “for him and not against him” (Mark 9.40 – but 

see also Luke 11.23!) they are “doing the will of my Father in heaven” (Matthew 12.50) which 

by Jesus’ own reckoning, makes them his brothers and sisters – and should make them ours, as 

well. I have come to believe, they are the sheep to which Jesus referred, sheep, not of this fold. 

 Now, let me make it clear that I have done my exegetical work on this text. In other 

words, if that one is too big for you, I have studied! In John’s context, what Jesus’ comment 

means is that he has sheep which are not of the Jewish fold. John is presenting to a Jewish world 

a Jesus, himself a Jew, who has seen a bigger picture, and who enlarged his disciples’ 

understanding of God’s salvation – which even includes (God forbid)… Gentiles!10 

 It seems to me highly ironic, then, inappropriately ironic, for Christians to turn right 

around and take up the very kind of exclusive arrogance that Jesus came to abolish. Herschel 

Hobbs, the great Southern Baptist voice, rightly notes that Jesus’ “inclusive concept must have 

sounded rather strange.”11 How unfortunate, then, that so many Southern Baptists, as well as 

Christians of all stripes, have again narrowed God’s salvation, so it only applies to the chosen 

few called “Christian.” 

 
                                                 
9 See “The Parable of the Sheep and the Goats,” in Matthew 25. 
10 The traditional interpretation, of course, suggests that these sheep, not of this fold are Gentiles, to whom Jesus will 
take his message of salvation, and then he will bring them, of necessity, into his fold: I must bring them also, and 
they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd (10.16). This is a sufficient reading, in my view, 
but not a necessary one – with the inclusive example of Jesus, and the expansive understanding of salvation that he 
provides the Jews. It is simply inconceivable to me that Jesus, whose most harsh critiques were always reserved for 
the “establishment,” the “insiders,” those who thought they knew and understood God and God’s way the most, 
would not offer the same critique of a Christian establishment, should he return today! 
11 As quoted in today’s bulletin, from Herschel H. Hobbs, An Exposition of the Four Gospels: “[Jesus’] inclusive 
concept must have sounded rather strange to both the Pharisees and to his disciples. It was in direct contrast to the 
narrow concept of salvation for Jews only. One of the greatest struggles for the gospel in early Christianity was to 
break out of this crusted mold. But it was/is in God’s plan that all… should be saved.”  



 Sometimes liberal Baptist preachers like I, are accused of picking and choosing what 

texts we want to affirm. I think it is the literalists who pick and choose – who read literally what 

they can, and then who metaphorize or interpret the rest. I am quite content to read it all. None 

literally, mind you, but to read it all.12  (I am convinced the great Christian spokesman C.H. 

Dodd had it right when he said that there is no such thing as an “intelligent, literal reading of the 

Bible.” Every reading is an interpretation.13) But if we are going to try to read somewhat 

literally, let us try to do so, completely. In this text of John (in several verses before today’s 

specific text), Jesus claims, “I am the gate.” As traditionally interpreted this means that those 

who come by Jesus are “in” and everyone else is “out.” Coupled with today’s text from the book 

of Acts, a watertight case is often claimed for the absolute truth of Christianity. But if we are to 

try to take such claims literally, we must also hear Jesus say, literally, I am the gate. Whoever 

enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture (10.9). Will come in. 

And will go out – for that’s where the pasture is! (Wow. Take that literally!) So what’s “in”? 

And what’s “out”? And is the important thing finding Jesus, so we can get “in”? Or is it finding 

the shepherd who can free us to see a world without the need of a gate?14 

                                                 
12 When I say “none literally,” I simply mean that the “literal truth” if never the final point of a scriptural text. 
Creation isn’t about physics, for example, but about God’s purpose from “the beginning.” Jonah isn’t about a man 
and a fish, but about a people (the Jews) and their relationship with God. Even narratives based on historical events 
are, when they are recorded in scripture, always about more than the events themselves. So we have four gospels 
telling of some of the same events, and the details of the actual events are recorded differently – because a gospel 
writer does not write for the same purpose a newspaper reporter does (as if news journalism is objective!) It is 
always the spiritual truth that is at stake. 
13 I have lost the citation for this quotation from the great, British Christian. 
14 Do not misunderstand what I am saying. I am not a “universalist.” It is difficult for me to conceive of anyone 
rejecting the good, the right, the true, the beautiful, i.e., rejecting God, forever, but just as I believe we are free to do 
so in the here-and-now (and just as the nightly news makes it evident that so many are doing so), I believe in human 
freedom. God has made us forever, truly freed. I am simply saying I do not believe God’s salvation is limited to any 
one religious belief system. As Paul says in Romans 2.14-15: When Gentiles, who do not possess the law, do 
instinctively what the law requires, these, though not having the law, are a law to themselves. They show that what 
the law requires is written on their hearts…” Is this not God’s expressed goal for us? (See Jeremiah 31.33 and 
Hebrews 10.16) And when Jews and Hindus and Buddhists, etc… “keep the law,” are they not fulfilling this biblical 
mandate? Are they not showing themselves to be “brothers and sisters” of Christ (by his own definition)? 



 The problem for Christians living in a pluralistic world like ours is not in affirming that 

Jesus is The Only Name. The problem is that too many of us have so narrowed “salvation,” that 

it is only as wide as our own ignorance, only as welcoming as or our own fear, only as accepting 

as our own prejudice. Some have narrowed the salvation Jesus offers, to include only a culturally 

and religiously conditioned belief. But on the other end of the spectrum, the view is just as 

limited. Some can’t tolerate the “language of Zion” as it has been called, all that churchy 

vocabulary, so they cut it out, losing the beauty of the poetry in the process. They can’t stand the 

abuse of the theology, so they jettison the richness of the message, just because some of its 

messengers have delivered it (admittedly) poorly. They don’t like some of the hymns, because 

they don’t meet our ever-narrowing definition of what is acceptable theology, so we close the 

book and in our obstinacy, we miss the joy that comes from corporate singing. Narrower, and 

narrower, and narrower (it’s not just the domain of fundamentalists anymore!), so narrow that we 

cannot celebrate, so narrow that the life giving grace of faith is swallowed up in an abyss of 

judgment and cynicism. Some in this room are in one camp. And some of you are in the other.  

But, as we are about to sing, “there’s a wideness in God’s mercy.” It is a wideness I pray we all 

can find! 

As the Church Makes its Way to Pentecost, as we look for that which is essential, we 

must begin with the life-giving, broadening, all-encompassing wholeness that Jesus brings. So, 

for The Only Name. And for the Other Sheep. Thanks be to God. 

May it be so! 
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The Only Name. And the Other Sheep. 
Acts 4.5-12; John 10.11-18 
Russ Dean, May 3, 2009 

 
 In her insightful book on the Christian life called, Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of 

Faith, Kathleen Norris recalls the disturbing experience of a friend of hers who had been trying 

to get his grown-up act together. He had struck up a relationship with a man, with whom he had 

started a business. The friend was impressed with his new partner’s obvious experience and was 

hopeful that the work they were doing would be good for everyone involved. Then one day as 

they were driving together on the outskirts of a small town, after meeting a car in the road the 

partner suddenly pulled to shoulder, obviously agitated. As he reached below the seat he said in 

an alarmingly matter-of-fact tone, “I need to kill him [the guy driving the car], but he’s with 

someone, and I don’t know who. So it’ll have to wait.” The friend looked down to find his 

partner holding a gun, which had been tucked away, and it was right then that he decided to get 

out. “This was over my head,” he told Norris. 

 “And that is salvation,” Kathleen Norris says, “or at least the beginning of it.” 

The Hebrew word for ‘salvation’ means literally ‘to make wide,’ or ‘to make 
sufficient,’ and our friend had recognized that the road he had taken was not wide 
enough to sustain his life; it was sufficient only as a way leading to death. 

 
 Peter and John, two of the first to testify to the power of Jesus’ influence were 

unashamed to say that his Way was the Way of healing and wholeness.1 The life he lived 

was wide enough, the love he showed was sufficient, they claimed, to reveal the very 

heart of God. Yes, Jesus had become their salvation. 

                                                 
1 I capitalize “Way” as an allusion to the title, apparently the earliest given to the followers of Jesus. Before they 
were called Christians, Jesus’ followers were known as Followers of the Way. See Acts 19.9,23; 22.4; there are a 
number of other citations in the book of Acts. 



 The Greek word is “sozo,” to make well, to make whole, to heal, to save.2 The 

Church has unfortunately come to think of salvation as only something that deals with 

that invisible, spirit-like internal essence within us called the soul (which is, itself, 

another unfortunate biblical mis-appropriation). Biblical salvation is about the future, but 

it is also very much about the present.3 It is about the individual, but salvation also must 

come to communities and nations, to a global neighborhood.4 It is about one’s spirit, but 

one’s soul cannot be separated, biblically speaking, from that which makes us a whole, so 

a biblical salvation will always involve the feeding and clothing of the children of earth, 

it will always be made manifest by the treatment of the poor and the lame and the 

downtrodden and the prisoners, in their physical bodies.5 Feeding the hungry is about 

their salvation – and ours. Care to relieve the torment of the mentally ill is about their 

salvation – and ours. Reduction of greenhouse gases that threaten this earth’s ability to 

                                                 
2 As I read the Acts text prior to the sermon, I switched the translation of the words “healed” and “saved”: “…if we 
are… asked how this man has been ‘saved’…” (4.9), and “There is ‘healing’ in no one else, for there is no other 
name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be ‘made whole.’” (4.12) The Greek word is the same, 
in all three usages (though case and verb tenses differ). We ordinarily read that the man was “healed” and Jesus 
“saves.” What difference would it make to our understanding of “salvation” if the interpreters/translators had 
conveyed the “salvation” of the man (by Peter and John) and the “healing” power of Jesus? 
3 I have not studied this claim, personally, but my friend Dr. William E. Hull has said “nearly every time the word 
“sozo” is used in the New Testament, it is used in a future tense (verb).” In other words, we do not hear in scripture 
the language of evangelists who claim “I got saved” or the like (usage in a completed, past tense sense). Salvation is 
a process – a process which always involves the present, and looks to the future, as our salvation, and the salvation 
of the world, is being “worked out” (Philippians 2.12). 
4 Though I will cite no specific reference, I am persuaded in my reading of scripture and its commentaries, that the 
highly individualistic application of “salvation,” familiar in our highly evangelistic corner of the world, is a 
misappropriation of the concept, or at the very least an over-emphasis of the individual nature at the expense of the 
corporate. Scriptural salvation  is as corporate as it is individual (note the “election” of the nation of Israel, and not 
individuals within it). 
5Genesis 2.7: “…the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of 
life; and the man became a living being.” Scripture does not say that God breathed a soul into the man, but God’s 
breath made the man a living soul (the Hebrew word “nephesh” is also translated “soul”). And, as Paul discusses 
what occurs at death, he holds to the Hebraic notion of the unity of soul/body: So it is with the resurrection… It (the 
human person) is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a physical body, there is also a 
spiritual body” (there was no life in Hebraic thought apart from a body – of some kind!). Or, in the words of the old 
gospel tune concerning death, “I’ll have a new body!” The immortality of a soul (within the body) is not well-
attested in scripture. I believe we would do well to return to the Hebrews’ notion that we are living souls (we do not 
possess them), and, with this knowledge, attend more to the salvation of the world, in all its physical manifestations 
– thus affecting the “salvation of our souls.” 



sustain life, the cleaning of rivers, the protecting of lands – is part of the work of God’s 

salvation (for the earth, too, groans, as Paul says, waiting to be set free, to be made 

whole6). The end of warfare, the reconciliation of friends, whose relationship has been 

torn by lies or seeds of mistrust, the recovery of the addict, the renewal of the marriage, 

the new job for the one who has been put on the street by a slumping economy, the 

dedication of infants and parents to a life of faith and higher commitment7… these are the 

marks of God’s salvation at work, ever, among us. To heal is to save. To save is to make 

whole. 

 The Church has insisted that in the name of Jesus, is salvation. Though the things 

of the Spirit are not accessible to scientific inquiry or testing, this claim seems to me to be 

completely empirically verifiable. The world over, Churches proclaim the name of Jesus. 

And from every walk of life people claim and testify and verify – by their own changed 

living – that it is his name that has given them life. His name that has been their hope. His 

name that has signified their healing and wholeness. There is one name. For the Church it 

is The Only Name. 

 

For a time, in my house, I was the only father. Not the only father of the house. 

The only father, period. I kind of enjoyed that, you know! Being the father of two little 

guys who thought I was “it.” I could do anything. I could fix everything. But I guess it’s 

another of life’s awakenings, another loss of innocence, when fathers to wake up with 

adolescent sons, who are figuring out, day-by-maturing-day that Dad is, well… not the 

only one. And hardly the perfect, all-knowing, all-powerful protector they once knew. 

                                                 
6 “…in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay…” Romans 8.21. 
7 Today’s worship included a dedication service for Jason and Melinda Smith and their son, Deacon Gray Smith. 



Life awakens us to the universality of fatherhood (everybody has one), but this 

knowledge does not keep us from affirming the truth of the childlike claim (that most of 

us have known), a claim of experience and devotion and commitment and love: he is the 

only one! 

So it is with the Church’s understanding and dedication and loyalty and love of 

Jesus. He is The Only One. There is no other name. Wesley Ariarajah, a Methodist 

minister from Sri Lanka has helped me to understand that this is the way we should 

understand those comments of scripture that are often interpreted in absolute terms.8 His 

is The Only Name, in the Church’s experience, and in my personal encounter. And it is 

not just that his is the only name we’ve been given, as if we may have actually been 

sheltered from some better name, some Way that might even be more life-giving. No, the 

proof, given by the testimony of millions of followers, and affirmed right here, is that his 

Way is sufficient to lead to life. In him we can know the abundance of life (John 10.10), 

the fullness of life, in him we can find God. 

 

 But there are other sheep. 

Sheep not of Jesus’ fold. I know many of them, and you probably do, too. And I am quite 

content to proclaim them to you today as just that, “sheep,” using the biblical metaphor, and not 

as the biblical counterpart to that image. My Jewish and Unitarian and Hindu and Buddhist 

colleagues, whom I consider friends and partners in ministry, are not “wolves in sheep’s 

                                                 
8 Wesley Ariarajah is quoted by Charles Kimball in When Religion Becomes Evil: “ [In texts such as Acts 4.12] we 
are not dealing with the absolute truths, but with the language of faith and love… The language of the Bible is also 
the language of faith… The problem begins when we take these confessions in the language of faith and love and 
turn them into absolute truths. It becomes much more serious when we turn them into truths on the basis of which 
we begin to measure the truth or otherwise of other faith claims. My daughter cannot say to her little friend in the 
next house that there is no way she can have the best father, for the best one is right there in her house. If she does, 
we’ll have to dismiss it as child-talk!” 



clothing,” to borrow the language of the fable, nor are they goats, to use the more derisive 

biblical term9. As I understand Jesus, though they do not claim his name, they are “keeping his 

Father’s commandments” (John 14.21), they are “for him and not against him” (Mark 9.40 – but 

see also Luke 11.23!) they are “doing the will of my Father in heaven” (Matthew 12.50) which 

by Jesus’ own reckoning, makes them his brothers and sisters – and should make them ours, as 

well. I have come to believe, they are the sheep to which Jesus referred, sheep, not of this fold. 

 Now, let me make it clear that I have done my exegetical work on this text. In other 

words, if that one is too big for you, I have studied! In John’s context, what Jesus’ comment 

means is that he has sheep which are not of the Jewish fold. John is presenting to a Jewish world 

a Jesus, himself a Jew, who has seen a bigger picture, and who enlarged his disciples’ 

understanding of God’s salvation – which even includes (God forbid)… Gentiles!10 

 It seems to me highly ironic, then, inappropriately ironic, for Christians to turn right 

around and take up the very kind of exclusive arrogance that Jesus came to abolish. Herschel 

Hobbs, the great Southern Baptist voice, rightly notes that Jesus’ “inclusive concept must have 

sounded rather strange.”11 How unfortunate, then, that so many Southern Baptists, as well as 

Christians of all stripes, have again narrowed God’s salvation, so it only applies to the chosen 

few called “Christian.” 

 
                                                 
9 See “The Parable of the Sheep and the Goats,” in Matthew 25. 
10 The traditional interpretation, of course, suggests that these sheep, not of this fold are Gentiles, to whom Jesus will 
take his message of salvation, and then he will bring them, of necessity, into his fold: I must bring them also, and 
they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd (10.16). This is a sufficient reading, in my view, 
but not a necessary one – with the inclusive example of Jesus, and the expansive understanding of salvation that he 
provides the Jews. It is simply inconceivable to me that Jesus, whose most harsh critiques were always reserved for 
the “establishment,” the “insiders,” those who thought they knew and understood God and God’s way the most, 
would not offer the same critique of a Christian establishment, should he return today! 
11 As quoted in today’s bulletin, from Herschel H. Hobbs, An Exposition of the Four Gospels: “[Jesus’] inclusive 
concept must have sounded rather strange to both the Pharisees and to his disciples. It was in direct contrast to the 
narrow concept of salvation for Jews only. One of the greatest struggles for the gospel in early Christianity was to 
break out of this crusted mold. But it was/is in God’s plan that all… should be saved.”  



 Sometimes liberal Baptist preachers like I, are accused of picking and choosing what 

texts we want to affirm. I think it is the literalists who pick and choose – who read literally what 

they can, and then who metaphorize or interpret the rest. I am quite content to read it all. None 

literally, mind you, but to read it all.12  (I am convinced the great Christian spokesman C.H. 

Dodd had it right when he said that there is no such thing as an “intelligent, literal reading of the 

Bible.” Every reading is an interpretation.13) But if we are going to try to read somewhat 

literally, let us try to do so, completely. In this text of John (in several verses before today’s 

specific text), Jesus claims, “I am the gate.” As traditionally interpreted this means that those 

who come by Jesus are “in” and everyone else is “out.” Coupled with today’s text from the book 

of Acts, a watertight case is often claimed for the absolute truth of Christianity. But if we are to 

try to take such claims literally, we must also hear Jesus say, literally, I am the gate. Whoever 

enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture (10.9). Will come in. 

And will go out – for that’s where the pasture is! (Wow. Take that literally!) So what’s “in”? 

And what’s “out”? And is the important thing finding Jesus, so we can get “in”? Or is it finding 

the shepherd who can free us to see a world without the need of a gate?14 

                                                 
12 When I say “none literally,” I simply mean that the “literal truth” if never the final point of a scriptural text. 
Creation isn’t about physics, for example, but about God’s purpose from “the beginning.” Jonah isn’t about a man 
and a fish, but about a people (the Jews) and their relationship with God. Even narratives based on historical events 
are, when they are recorded in scripture, always about more than the events themselves. So we have four gospels 
telling of some of the same events, and the details of the actual events are recorded differently – because a gospel 
writer does not write for the same purpose a newspaper reporter does (as if news journalism is objective!) It is 
always the spiritual truth that is at stake. 
13 I have lost the citation for this quotation from the great, British Christian. 
14 Do not misunderstand what I am saying. I am not a “universalist.” It is difficult for me to conceive of anyone 
rejecting the good, the right, the true, the beautiful, i.e., rejecting God, forever, but just as I believe we are free to do 
so in the here-and-now (and just as the nightly news makes it evident that so many are doing so), I believe in human 
freedom. God has made us forever, truly freed. I am simply saying I do not believe God’s salvation is limited to any 
one religious belief system. As Paul says in Romans 2.14-15: When Gentiles, who do not possess the law, do 
instinctively what the law requires, these, though not having the law, are a law to themselves. They show that what 
the law requires is written on their hearts…” Is this not God’s expressed goal for us? (See Jeremiah 31.33 and 
Hebrews 10.16) And when Jews and Hindus and Buddhists, etc… “keep the law,” are they not fulfilling this biblical 
mandate? Are they not showing themselves to be “brothers and sisters” of Christ (by his own definition)? 



 The problem for Christians living in a pluralistic world like ours is not in affirming that 

Jesus is The Only Name. The problem is that too many of us have so narrowed “salvation,” that 

it is only as wide as our own ignorance, only as welcoming as or our own fear, only as accepting 

as our own prejudice. Some have narrowed the salvation Jesus offers, to include only a culturally 

and religiously conditioned belief. But on the other end of the spectrum, the view is just as 

limited. Some can’t tolerate the “language of Zion” as it has been called, all that churchy 

vocabulary, so they cut it out, losing the beauty of the poetry in the process. They can’t stand the 

abuse of the theology, so they jettison the richness of the message, just because some of its 

messengers have delivered it (admittedly) poorly. They don’t like some of the hymns, because 

they don’t meet our ever-narrowing definition of what is acceptable theology, so we close the 

book and in our obstinacy, we miss the joy that comes from corporate singing. Narrower, and 

narrower, and narrower (it’s not just the domain of fundamentalists anymore!), so narrow that we 

cannot celebrate, so narrow that the life giving grace of faith is swallowed up in an abyss of 

judgment and cynicism. Some in this room are in one camp. And some of you are in the other.  

But, as we are about to sing, “there’s a wideness in God’s mercy.” It is a wideness I pray we all 

can find! 

As the Church Makes its Way to Pentecost, as we look for that which is essential, we 

must begin with the life-giving, broadening, all-encompassing wholeness that Jesus brings. So, 

for The Only Name. And for the Other Sheep. Thanks be to God. 

May it be so! 
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The Only Name. And the Other Sheep. 
Acts 4.5-12; John 10.11-18 
Russ Dean, May 3, 2009 

 
 In her insightful book on the Christian life called, Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of 

Faith, Kathleen Norris recalls the disturbing experience of a friend of hers who had been trying 

to get his grown-up act together. He had struck up a relationship with a man, with whom he had 

started a business. The friend was impressed with his new partner’s obvious experience and was 

hopeful that the work they were doing would be good for everyone involved. Then one day as 

they were driving together on the outskirts of a small town, after meeting a car in the road the 

partner suddenly pulled to shoulder, obviously agitated. As he reached below the seat he said in 

an alarmingly matter-of-fact tone, “I need to kill him [the guy driving the car], but he’s with 

someone, and I don’t know who. So it’ll have to wait.” The friend looked down to find his 

partner holding a gun, which had been tucked away, and it was right then that he decided to get 

out. “This was over my head,” he told Norris. 

 “And that is salvation,” Kathleen Norris says, “or at least the beginning of it.” 

The Hebrew word for ‘salvation’ means literally ‘to make wide,’ or ‘to make 
sufficient,’ and our friend had recognized that the road he had taken was not wide 
enough to sustain his life; it was sufficient only as a way leading to death. 

 
 Peter and John, two of the first to testify to the power of Jesus’ influence were 

unashamed to say that his Way was the Way of healing and wholeness.1 The life he lived 

was wide enough, the love he showed was sufficient, they claimed, to reveal the very 

heart of God. Yes, Jesus had become their salvation. 

                                                 
1 I capitalize “Way” as an allusion to the title, apparently the earliest given to the followers of Jesus. Before they 
were called Christians, Jesus’ followers were known as Followers of the Way. See Acts 19.9,23; 22.4; there are a 
number of other citations in the book of Acts. 



 The Greek word is “sozo,” to make well, to make whole, to heal, to save.2 The 

Church has unfortunately come to think of salvation as only something that deals with 

that invisible, spirit-like internal essence within us called the soul (which is, itself, 

another unfortunate biblical mis-appropriation). Biblical salvation is about the future, but 

it is also very much about the present.3 It is about the individual, but salvation also must 

come to communities and nations, to a global neighborhood.4 It is about one’s spirit, but 

one’s soul cannot be separated, biblically speaking, from that which makes us a whole, so 

a biblical salvation will always involve the feeding and clothing of the children of earth, 

it will always be made manifest by the treatment of the poor and the lame and the 

downtrodden and the prisoners, in their physical bodies.5 Feeding the hungry is about 

their salvation – and ours. Care to relieve the torment of the mentally ill is about their 

salvation – and ours. Reduction of greenhouse gases that threaten this earth’s ability to 

                                                 
2 As I read the Acts text prior to the sermon, I switched the translation of the words “healed” and “saved”: “…if we 
are… asked how this man has been ‘saved’…” (4.9), and “There is ‘healing’ in no one else, for there is no other 
name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be ‘made whole.’” (4.12) The Greek word is the same, 
in all three usages (though case and verb tenses differ). We ordinarily read that the man was “healed” and Jesus 
“saves.” What difference would it make to our understanding of “salvation” if the interpreters/translators had 
conveyed the “salvation” of the man (by Peter and John) and the “healing” power of Jesus? 
3 I have not studied this claim, personally, but my friend Dr. William E. Hull has said “nearly every time the word 
“sozo” is used in the New Testament, it is used in a future tense (verb).” In other words, we do not hear in scripture 
the language of evangelists who claim “I got saved” or the like (usage in a completed, past tense sense). Salvation is 
a process – a process which always involves the present, and looks to the future, as our salvation, and the salvation 
of the world, is being “worked out” (Philippians 2.12). 
4 Though I will cite no specific reference, I am persuaded in my reading of scripture and its commentaries, that the 
highly individualistic application of “salvation,” familiar in our highly evangelistic corner of the world, is a 
misappropriation of the concept, or at the very least an over-emphasis of the individual nature at the expense of the 
corporate. Scriptural salvation  is as corporate as it is individual (note the “election” of the nation of Israel, and not 
individuals within it). 
5Genesis 2.7: “…the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of 
life; and the man became a living being.” Scripture does not say that God breathed a soul into the man, but God’s 
breath made the man a living soul (the Hebrew word “nephesh” is also translated “soul”). And, as Paul discusses 
what occurs at death, he holds to the Hebraic notion of the unity of soul/body: So it is with the resurrection… It (the 
human person) is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a physical body, there is also a 
spiritual body” (there was no life in Hebraic thought apart from a body – of some kind!). Or, in the words of the old 
gospel tune concerning death, “I’ll have a new body!” The immortality of a soul (within the body) is not well-
attested in scripture. I believe we would do well to return to the Hebrews’ notion that we are living souls (we do not 
possess them), and, with this knowledge, attend more to the salvation of the world, in all its physical manifestations 
– thus affecting the “salvation of our souls.” 



sustain life, the cleaning of rivers, the protecting of lands – is part of the work of God’s 

salvation (for the earth, too, groans, as Paul says, waiting to be set free, to be made 

whole6). The end of warfare, the reconciliation of friends, whose relationship has been 

torn by lies or seeds of mistrust, the recovery of the addict, the renewal of the marriage, 

the new job for the one who has been put on the street by a slumping economy, the 

dedication of infants and parents to a life of faith and higher commitment7… these are the 

marks of God’s salvation at work, ever, among us. To heal is to save. To save is to make 

whole. 

 The Church has insisted that in the name of Jesus, is salvation. Though the things 

of the Spirit are not accessible to scientific inquiry or testing, this claim seems to me to be 

completely empirically verifiable. The world over, Churches proclaim the name of Jesus. 

And from every walk of life people claim and testify and verify – by their own changed 

living – that it is his name that has given them life. His name that has been their hope. His 

name that has signified their healing and wholeness. There is one name. For the Church it 

is The Only Name. 

 

For a time, in my house, I was the only father. Not the only father of the house. 

The only father, period. I kind of enjoyed that, you know! Being the father of two little 

guys who thought I was “it.” I could do anything. I could fix everything. But I guess it’s 

another of life’s awakenings, another loss of innocence, when fathers to wake up with 

adolescent sons, who are figuring out, day-by-maturing-day that Dad is, well… not the 

only one. And hardly the perfect, all-knowing, all-powerful protector they once knew. 

                                                 
6 “…in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay…” Romans 8.21. 
7 Today’s worship included a dedication service for Jason and Melinda Smith and their son, Deacon Gray Smith. 



Life awakens us to the universality of fatherhood (everybody has one), but this 

knowledge does not keep us from affirming the truth of the childlike claim (that most of 

us have known), a claim of experience and devotion and commitment and love: he is the 

only one! 

So it is with the Church’s understanding and dedication and loyalty and love of 

Jesus. He is The Only One. There is no other name. Wesley Ariarajah, a Methodist 

minister from Sri Lanka has helped me to understand that this is the way we should 

understand those comments of scripture that are often interpreted in absolute terms.8 His 

is The Only Name, in the Church’s experience, and in my personal encounter. And it is 

not just that his is the only name we’ve been given, as if we may have actually been 

sheltered from some better name, some Way that might even be more life-giving. No, the 

proof, given by the testimony of millions of followers, and affirmed right here, is that his 

Way is sufficient to lead to life. In him we can know the abundance of life (John 10.10), 

the fullness of life, in him we can find God. 

 

 But there are other sheep. 

Sheep not of Jesus’ fold. I know many of them, and you probably do, too. And I am quite 

content to proclaim them to you today as just that, “sheep,” using the biblical metaphor, and not 

as the biblical counterpart to that image. My Jewish and Unitarian and Hindu and Buddhist 

colleagues, whom I consider friends and partners in ministry, are not “wolves in sheep’s 

                                                 
8 Wesley Ariarajah is quoted by Charles Kimball in When Religion Becomes Evil: “ [In texts such as Acts 4.12] we 
are not dealing with the absolute truths, but with the language of faith and love… The language of the Bible is also 
the language of faith… The problem begins when we take these confessions in the language of faith and love and 
turn them into absolute truths. It becomes much more serious when we turn them into truths on the basis of which 
we begin to measure the truth or otherwise of other faith claims. My daughter cannot say to her little friend in the 
next house that there is no way she can have the best father, for the best one is right there in her house. If she does, 
we’ll have to dismiss it as child-talk!” 



clothing,” to borrow the language of the fable, nor are they goats, to use the more derisive 

biblical term9. As I understand Jesus, though they do not claim his name, they are “keeping his 

Father’s commandments” (John 14.21), they are “for him and not against him” (Mark 9.40 – but 

see also Luke 11.23!) they are “doing the will of my Father in heaven” (Matthew 12.50) which 

by Jesus’ own reckoning, makes them his brothers and sisters – and should make them ours, as 

well. I have come to believe, they are the sheep to which Jesus referred, sheep, not of this fold. 

 Now, let me make it clear that I have done my exegetical work on this text. In other 

words, if that one is too big for you, I have studied! In John’s context, what Jesus’ comment 

means is that he has sheep which are not of the Jewish fold. John is presenting to a Jewish world 

a Jesus, himself a Jew, who has seen a bigger picture, and who enlarged his disciples’ 

understanding of God’s salvation – which even includes (God forbid)… Gentiles!10 

 It seems to me highly ironic, then, inappropriately ironic, for Christians to turn right 

around and take up the very kind of exclusive arrogance that Jesus came to abolish. Herschel 

Hobbs, the great Southern Baptist voice, rightly notes that Jesus’ “inclusive concept must have 

sounded rather strange.”11 How unfortunate, then, that so many Southern Baptists, as well as 

Christians of all stripes, have again narrowed God’s salvation, so it only applies to the chosen 

few called “Christian.” 

 
                                                 
9 See “The Parable of the Sheep and the Goats,” in Matthew 25. 
10 The traditional interpretation, of course, suggests that these sheep, not of this fold are Gentiles, to whom Jesus will 
take his message of salvation, and then he will bring them, of necessity, into his fold: I must bring them also, and 
they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd (10.16). This is a sufficient reading, in my view, 
but not a necessary one – with the inclusive example of Jesus, and the expansive understanding of salvation that he 
provides the Jews. It is simply inconceivable to me that Jesus, whose most harsh critiques were always reserved for 
the “establishment,” the “insiders,” those who thought they knew and understood God and God’s way the most, 
would not offer the same critique of a Christian establishment, should he return today! 
11 As quoted in today’s bulletin, from Herschel H. Hobbs, An Exposition of the Four Gospels: “[Jesus’] inclusive 
concept must have sounded rather strange to both the Pharisees and to his disciples. It was in direct contrast to the 
narrow concept of salvation for Jews only. One of the greatest struggles for the gospel in early Christianity was to 
break out of this crusted mold. But it was/is in God’s plan that all… should be saved.”  



 Sometimes liberal Baptist preachers like I, are accused of picking and choosing what 

texts we want to affirm. I think it is the literalists who pick and choose – who read literally what 

they can, and then who metaphorize or interpret the rest. I am quite content to read it all. None 

literally, mind you, but to read it all.12  (I am convinced the great Christian spokesman C.H. 

Dodd had it right when he said that there is no such thing as an “intelligent, literal reading of the 

Bible.” Every reading is an interpretation.13) But if we are going to try to read somewhat 

literally, let us try to do so, completely. In this text of John (in several verses before today’s 

specific text), Jesus claims, “I am the gate.” As traditionally interpreted this means that those 

who come by Jesus are “in” and everyone else is “out.” Coupled with today’s text from the book 

of Acts, a watertight case is often claimed for the absolute truth of Christianity. But if we are to 

try to take such claims literally, we must also hear Jesus say, literally, I am the gate. Whoever 

enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture (10.9). Will come in. 

And will go out – for that’s where the pasture is! (Wow. Take that literally!) So what’s “in”? 

And what’s “out”? And is the important thing finding Jesus, so we can get “in”? Or is it finding 

the shepherd who can free us to see a world without the need of a gate?14 

                                                 
12 When I say “none literally,” I simply mean that the “literal truth” if never the final point of a scriptural text. 
Creation isn’t about physics, for example, but about God’s purpose from “the beginning.” Jonah isn’t about a man 
and a fish, but about a people (the Jews) and their relationship with God. Even narratives based on historical events 
are, when they are recorded in scripture, always about more than the events themselves. So we have four gospels 
telling of some of the same events, and the details of the actual events are recorded differently – because a gospel 
writer does not write for the same purpose a newspaper reporter does (as if news journalism is objective!) It is 
always the spiritual truth that is at stake. 
13 I have lost the citation for this quotation from the great, British Christian. 
14 Do not misunderstand what I am saying. I am not a “universalist.” It is difficult for me to conceive of anyone 
rejecting the good, the right, the true, the beautiful, i.e., rejecting God, forever, but just as I believe we are free to do 
so in the here-and-now (and just as the nightly news makes it evident that so many are doing so), I believe in human 
freedom. God has made us forever, truly freed. I am simply saying I do not believe God’s salvation is limited to any 
one religious belief system. As Paul says in Romans 2.14-15: When Gentiles, who do not possess the law, do 
instinctively what the law requires, these, though not having the law, are a law to themselves. They show that what 
the law requires is written on their hearts…” Is this not God’s expressed goal for us? (See Jeremiah 31.33 and 
Hebrews 10.16) And when Jews and Hindus and Buddhists, etc… “keep the law,” are they not fulfilling this biblical 
mandate? Are they not showing themselves to be “brothers and sisters” of Christ (by his own definition)? 



 The problem for Christians living in a pluralistic world like ours is not in affirming that 

Jesus is The Only Name. The problem is that too many of us have so narrowed “salvation,” that 

it is only as wide as our own ignorance, only as welcoming as or our own fear, only as accepting 

as our own prejudice. Some have narrowed the salvation Jesus offers, to include only a culturally 

and religiously conditioned belief. But on the other end of the spectrum, the view is just as 

limited. Some can’t tolerate the “language of Zion” as it has been called, all that churchy 

vocabulary, so they cut it out, losing the beauty of the poetry in the process. They can’t stand the 

abuse of the theology, so they jettison the richness of the message, just because some of its 

messengers have delivered it (admittedly) poorly. They don’t like some of the hymns, because 

they don’t meet our ever-narrowing definition of what is acceptable theology, so we close the 

book and in our obstinacy, we miss the joy that comes from corporate singing. Narrower, and 

narrower, and narrower (it’s not just the domain of fundamentalists anymore!), so narrow that we 

cannot celebrate, so narrow that the life giving grace of faith is swallowed up in an abyss of 

judgment and cynicism. Some in this room are in one camp. And some of you are in the other.  

But, as we are about to sing, “there’s a wideness in God’s mercy.” It is a wideness I pray we all 

can find! 

As the Church Makes its Way to Pentecost, as we look for that which is essential, we 

must begin with the life-giving, broadening, all-encompassing wholeness that Jesus brings. So, 

for The Only Name. And for the Other Sheep. Thanks be to God. 

May it be so! 
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 In her insightful book on the Christian life called, Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of 

Faith, Kathleen Norris recalls the disturbing experience of a friend of hers who had been trying 

to get his grown-up act together. He had struck up a relationship with a man, with whom he had 

started a business. The friend was impressed with his new partner’s obvious experience and was 

hopeful that the work they were doing would be good for everyone involved. Then one day as 

they were driving together on the outskirts of a small town, after meeting a car in the road the 

partner suddenly pulled to shoulder, obviously agitated. As he reached below the seat he said in 

an alarmingly matter-of-fact tone, “I need to kill him [the guy driving the car], but he’s with 

someone, and I don’t know who. So it’ll have to wait.” The friend looked down to find his 

partner holding a gun, which had been tucked away, and it was right then that he decided to get 

out. “This was over my head,” he told Norris. 

 “And that is salvation,” Kathleen Norris says, “or at least the beginning of it.” 

The Hebrew word for ‘salvation’ means literally ‘to make wide,’ or ‘to make 
sufficient,’ and our friend had recognized that the road he had taken was not wide 
enough to sustain his life; it was sufficient only as a way leading to death. 

 
 Peter and John, two of the first to testify to the power of Jesus’ influence were 

unashamed to say that his Way was the Way of healing and wholeness.1 The life he lived 

was wide enough, the love he showed was sufficient, they claimed, to reveal the very 

heart of God. Yes, Jesus had become their salvation. 

                                                 
1 I capitalize “Way” as an allusion to the title, apparently the earliest given to the followers of Jesus. Before they 
were called Christians, Jesus’ followers were known as Followers of the Way. See Acts 19.9,23; 22.4; there are a 
number of other citations in the book of Acts. 



 The Greek word is “sozo,” to make well, to make whole, to heal, to save.2 The 

Church has unfortunately come to think of salvation as only something that deals with 

that invisible, spirit-like internal essence within us called the soul (which is, itself, 

another unfortunate biblical mis-appropriation). Biblical salvation is about the future, but 

it is also very much about the present.3 It is about the individual, but salvation also must 

come to communities and nations, to a global neighborhood.4 It is about one’s spirit, but 

one’s soul cannot be separated, biblically speaking, from that which makes us a whole, so 

a biblical salvation will always involve the feeding and clothing of the children of earth, 

it will always be made manifest by the treatment of the poor and the lame and the 

downtrodden and the prisoners, in their physical bodies.5 Feeding the hungry is about 

their salvation – and ours. Care to relieve the torment of the mentally ill is about their 

salvation – and ours. Reduction of greenhouse gases that threaten this earth’s ability to 

                                                 
2 As I read the Acts text prior to the sermon, I switched the translation of the words “healed” and “saved”: “…if we 
are… asked how this man has been ‘saved’…” (4.9), and “There is ‘healing’ in no one else, for there is no other 
name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be ‘made whole.’” (4.12) The Greek word is the same, 
in all three usages (though case and verb tenses differ). We ordinarily read that the man was “healed” and Jesus 
“saves.” What difference would it make to our understanding of “salvation” if the interpreters/translators had 
conveyed the “salvation” of the man (by Peter and John) and the “healing” power of Jesus? 
3 I have not studied this claim, personally, but my friend Dr. William E. Hull has said “nearly every time the word 
“sozo” is used in the New Testament, it is used in a future tense (verb).” In other words, we do not hear in scripture 
the language of evangelists who claim “I got saved” or the like (usage in a completed, past tense sense). Salvation is 
a process – a process which always involves the present, and looks to the future, as our salvation, and the salvation 
of the world, is being “worked out” (Philippians 2.12). 
4 Though I will cite no specific reference, I am persuaded in my reading of scripture and its commentaries, that the 
highly individualistic application of “salvation,” familiar in our highly evangelistic corner of the world, is a 
misappropriation of the concept, or at the very least an over-emphasis of the individual nature at the expense of the 
corporate. Scriptural salvation  is as corporate as it is individual (note the “election” of the nation of Israel, and not 
individuals within it). 
5Genesis 2.7: “…the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of 
life; and the man became a living being.” Scripture does not say that God breathed a soul into the man, but God’s 
breath made the man a living soul (the Hebrew word “nephesh” is also translated “soul”). And, as Paul discusses 
what occurs at death, he holds to the Hebraic notion of the unity of soul/body: So it is with the resurrection… It (the 
human person) is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a physical body, there is also a 
spiritual body” (there was no life in Hebraic thought apart from a body – of some kind!). Or, in the words of the old 
gospel tune concerning death, “I’ll have a new body!” The immortality of a soul (within the body) is not well-
attested in scripture. I believe we would do well to return to the Hebrews’ notion that we are living souls (we do not 
possess them), and, with this knowledge, attend more to the salvation of the world, in all its physical manifestations 
– thus affecting the “salvation of our souls.” 



sustain life, the cleaning of rivers, the protecting of lands – is part of the work of God’s 

salvation (for the earth, too, groans, as Paul says, waiting to be set free, to be made 

whole6). The end of warfare, the reconciliation of friends, whose relationship has been 

torn by lies or seeds of mistrust, the recovery of the addict, the renewal of the marriage, 

the new job for the one who has been put on the street by a slumping economy, the 

dedication of infants and parents to a life of faith and higher commitment7… these are the 

marks of God’s salvation at work, ever, among us. To heal is to save. To save is to make 

whole. 

 The Church has insisted that in the name of Jesus, is salvation. Though the things 

of the Spirit are not accessible to scientific inquiry or testing, this claim seems to me to be 

completely empirically verifiable. The world over, Churches proclaim the name of Jesus. 

And from every walk of life people claim and testify and verify – by their own changed 

living – that it is his name that has given them life. His name that has been their hope. His 

name that has signified their healing and wholeness. There is one name. For the Church it 

is The Only Name. 

 

For a time, in my house, I was the only father. Not the only father of the house. 

The only father, period. I kind of enjoyed that, you know! Being the father of two little 

guys who thought I was “it.” I could do anything. I could fix everything. But I guess it’s 

another of life’s awakenings, another loss of innocence, when fathers to wake up with 

adolescent sons, who are figuring out, day-by-maturing-day that Dad is, well… not the 

only one. And hardly the perfect, all-knowing, all-powerful protector they once knew. 

                                                 
6 “…in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay…” Romans 8.21. 
7 Today’s worship included a dedication service for Jason and Melinda Smith and their son, Deacon Gray Smith. 



Life awakens us to the universality of fatherhood (everybody has one), but this 

knowledge does not keep us from affirming the truth of the childlike claim (that most of 

us have known), a claim of experience and devotion and commitment and love: he is the 

only one! 

So it is with the Church’s understanding and dedication and loyalty and love of 

Jesus. He is The Only One. There is no other name. Wesley Ariarajah, a Methodist 

minister from Sri Lanka has helped me to understand that this is the way we should 

understand those comments of scripture that are often interpreted in absolute terms.8 His 

is The Only Name, in the Church’s experience, and in my personal encounter. And it is 

not just that his is the only name we’ve been given, as if we may have actually been 

sheltered from some better name, some Way that might even be more life-giving. No, the 

proof, given by the testimony of millions of followers, and affirmed right here, is that his 

Way is sufficient to lead to life. In him we can know the abundance of life (John 10.10), 

the fullness of life, in him we can find God. 

 

 But there are other sheep. 

Sheep not of Jesus’ fold. I know many of them, and you probably do, too. And I am quite 

content to proclaim them to you today as just that, “sheep,” using the biblical metaphor, and not 

as the biblical counterpart to that image. My Jewish and Unitarian and Hindu and Buddhist 

colleagues, whom I consider friends and partners in ministry, are not “wolves in sheep’s 

                                                 
8 Wesley Ariarajah is quoted by Charles Kimball in When Religion Becomes Evil: “ [In texts such as Acts 4.12] we 
are not dealing with the absolute truths, but with the language of faith and love… The language of the Bible is also 
the language of faith… The problem begins when we take these confessions in the language of faith and love and 
turn them into absolute truths. It becomes much more serious when we turn them into truths on the basis of which 
we begin to measure the truth or otherwise of other faith claims. My daughter cannot say to her little friend in the 
next house that there is no way she can have the best father, for the best one is right there in her house. If she does, 
we’ll have to dismiss it as child-talk!” 



clothing,” to borrow the language of the fable, nor are they goats, to use the more derisive 

biblical term9. As I understand Jesus, though they do not claim his name, they are “keeping his 

Father’s commandments” (John 14.21), they are “for him and not against him” (Mark 9.40 – but 

see also Luke 11.23!) they are “doing the will of my Father in heaven” (Matthew 12.50) which 

by Jesus’ own reckoning, makes them his brothers and sisters – and should make them ours, as 

well. I have come to believe, they are the sheep to which Jesus referred, sheep, not of this fold. 

 Now, let me make it clear that I have done my exegetical work on this text. In other 

words, if that one is too big for you, I have studied! In John’s context, what Jesus’ comment 

means is that he has sheep which are not of the Jewish fold. John is presenting to a Jewish world 

a Jesus, himself a Jew, who has seen a bigger picture, and who enlarged his disciples’ 

understanding of God’s salvation – which even includes (God forbid)… Gentiles!10 

 It seems to me highly ironic, then, inappropriately ironic, for Christians to turn right 

around and take up the very kind of exclusive arrogance that Jesus came to abolish. Herschel 

Hobbs, the great Southern Baptist voice, rightly notes that Jesus’ “inclusive concept must have 

sounded rather strange.”11 How unfortunate, then, that so many Southern Baptists, as well as 

Christians of all stripes, have again narrowed God’s salvation, so it only applies to the chosen 

few called “Christian.” 

 
                                                 
9 See “The Parable of the Sheep and the Goats,” in Matthew 25. 
10 The traditional interpretation, of course, suggests that these sheep, not of this fold are Gentiles, to whom Jesus will 
take his message of salvation, and then he will bring them, of necessity, into his fold: I must bring them also, and 
they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd (10.16). This is a sufficient reading, in my view, 
but not a necessary one – with the inclusive example of Jesus, and the expansive understanding of salvation that he 
provides the Jews. It is simply inconceivable to me that Jesus, whose most harsh critiques were always reserved for 
the “establishment,” the “insiders,” those who thought they knew and understood God and God’s way the most, 
would not offer the same critique of a Christian establishment, should he return today! 
11 As quoted in today’s bulletin, from Herschel H. Hobbs, An Exposition of the Four Gospels: “[Jesus’] inclusive 
concept must have sounded rather strange to both the Pharisees and to his disciples. It was in direct contrast to the 
narrow concept of salvation for Jews only. One of the greatest struggles for the gospel in early Christianity was to 
break out of this crusted mold. But it was/is in God’s plan that all… should be saved.”  



 Sometimes liberal Baptist preachers like I, are accused of picking and choosing what 

texts we want to affirm. I think it is the literalists who pick and choose – who read literally what 

they can, and then who metaphorize or interpret the rest. I am quite content to read it all. None 

literally, mind you, but to read it all.12  (I am convinced the great Christian spokesman C.H. 

Dodd had it right when he said that there is no such thing as an “intelligent, literal reading of the 

Bible.” Every reading is an interpretation.13) But if we are going to try to read somewhat 

literally, let us try to do so, completely. In this text of John (in several verses before today’s 

specific text), Jesus claims, “I am the gate.” As traditionally interpreted this means that those 

who come by Jesus are “in” and everyone else is “out.” Coupled with today’s text from the book 

of Acts, a watertight case is often claimed for the absolute truth of Christianity. But if we are to 

try to take such claims literally, we must also hear Jesus say, literally, I am the gate. Whoever 

enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture (10.9). Will come in. 

And will go out – for that’s where the pasture is! (Wow. Take that literally!) So what’s “in”? 

And what’s “out”? And is the important thing finding Jesus, so we can get “in”? Or is it finding 

the shepherd who can free us to see a world without the need of a gate?14 

                                                 
12 When I say “none literally,” I simply mean that the “literal truth” if never the final point of a scriptural text. 
Creation isn’t about physics, for example, but about God’s purpose from “the beginning.” Jonah isn’t about a man 
and a fish, but about a people (the Jews) and their relationship with God. Even narratives based on historical events 
are, when they are recorded in scripture, always about more than the events themselves. So we have four gospels 
telling of some of the same events, and the details of the actual events are recorded differently – because a gospel 
writer does not write for the same purpose a newspaper reporter does (as if news journalism is objective!) It is 
always the spiritual truth that is at stake. 
13 I have lost the citation for this quotation from the great, British Christian. 
14 Do not misunderstand what I am saying. I am not a “universalist.” It is difficult for me to conceive of anyone 
rejecting the good, the right, the true, the beautiful, i.e., rejecting God, forever, but just as I believe we are free to do 
so in the here-and-now (and just as the nightly news makes it evident that so many are doing so), I believe in human 
freedom. God has made us forever, truly freed. I am simply saying I do not believe God’s salvation is limited to any 
one religious belief system. As Paul says in Romans 2.14-15: When Gentiles, who do not possess the law, do 
instinctively what the law requires, these, though not having the law, are a law to themselves. They show that what 
the law requires is written on their hearts…” Is this not God’s expressed goal for us? (See Jeremiah 31.33 and 
Hebrews 10.16) And when Jews and Hindus and Buddhists, etc… “keep the law,” are they not fulfilling this biblical 
mandate? Are they not showing themselves to be “brothers and sisters” of Christ (by his own definition)? 



 The problem for Christians living in a pluralistic world like ours is not in affirming that 

Jesus is The Only Name. The problem is that too many of us have so narrowed “salvation,” that 

it is only as wide as our own ignorance, only as welcoming as or our own fear, only as accepting 

as our own prejudice. Some have narrowed the salvation Jesus offers, to include only a culturally 

and religiously conditioned belief. But on the other end of the spectrum, the view is just as 

limited. Some can’t tolerate the “language of Zion” as it has been called, all that churchy 

vocabulary, so they cut it out, losing the beauty of the poetry in the process. They can’t stand the 

abuse of the theology, so they jettison the richness of the message, just because some of its 

messengers have delivered it (admittedly) poorly. They don’t like some of the hymns, because 

they don’t meet our ever-narrowing definition of what is acceptable theology, so we close the 

book and in our obstinacy, we miss the joy that comes from corporate singing. Narrower, and 

narrower, and narrower (it’s not just the domain of fundamentalists anymore!), so narrow that we 

cannot celebrate, so narrow that the life giving grace of faith is swallowed up in an abyss of 

judgment and cynicism. Some in this room are in one camp. And some of you are in the other.  

But, as we are about to sing, “there’s a wideness in God’s mercy.” It is a wideness I pray we all 

can find! 

As the Church Makes its Way to Pentecost, as we look for that which is essential, we 

must begin with the life-giving, broadening, all-encompassing wholeness that Jesus brings. So, 

for The Only Name. And for the Other Sheep. Thanks be to God. 

May it be so! 
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The Only Name. And the Other Sheep. 
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 In her insightful book on the Christian life called, Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of 

Faith, Kathleen Norris recalls the disturbing experience of a friend of hers who had been trying 

to get his grown-up act together. He had struck up a relationship with a man, with whom he had 

started a business. The friend was impressed with his new partner’s obvious experience and was 

hopeful that the work they were doing would be good for everyone involved. Then one day as 

they were driving together on the outskirts of a small town, after meeting a car in the road the 

partner suddenly pulled to shoulder, obviously agitated. As he reached below the seat he said in 

an alarmingly matter-of-fact tone, “I need to kill him [the guy driving the car], but he’s with 

someone, and I don’t know who. So it’ll have to wait.” The friend looked down to find his 

partner holding a gun, which had been tucked away, and it was right then that he decided to get 

out. “This was over my head,” he told Norris. 

 “And that is salvation,” Kathleen Norris says, “or at least the beginning of it.” 

The Hebrew word for ‘salvation’ means literally ‘to make wide,’ or ‘to make 
sufficient,’ and our friend had recognized that the road he had taken was not wide 
enough to sustain his life; it was sufficient only as a way leading to death. 

 
 Peter and John, two of the first to testify to the power of Jesus’ influence were 

unashamed to say that his Way was the Way of healing and wholeness.1 The life he lived 

was wide enough, the love he showed was sufficient, they claimed, to reveal the very 

heart of God. Yes, Jesus had become their salvation. 

                                                 
1 I capitalize “Way” as an allusion to the title, apparently the earliest given to the followers of Jesus. Before they 
were called Christians, Jesus’ followers were known as Followers of the Way. See Acts 19.9,23; 22.4; there are a 
number of other citations in the book of Acts. 



 The Greek word is “sozo,” to make well, to make whole, to heal, to save.2 The 

Church has unfortunately come to think of salvation as only something that deals with 

that invisible, spirit-like internal essence within us called the soul (which is, itself, 

another unfortunate biblical mis-appropriation). Biblical salvation is about the future, but 

it is also very much about the present.3 It is about the individual, but salvation also must 

come to communities and nations, to a global neighborhood.4 It is about one’s spirit, but 

one’s soul cannot be separated, biblically speaking, from that which makes us a whole, so 

a biblical salvation will always involve the feeding and clothing of the children of earth, 

it will always be made manifest by the treatment of the poor and the lame and the 

downtrodden and the prisoners, in their physical bodies.5 Feeding the hungry is about 

their salvation – and ours. Care to relieve the torment of the mentally ill is about their 

salvation – and ours. Reduction of greenhouse gases that threaten this earth’s ability to 

                                                 
2 As I read the Acts text prior to the sermon, I switched the translation of the words “healed” and “saved”: “…if we 
are… asked how this man has been ‘saved’…” (4.9), and “There is ‘healing’ in no one else, for there is no other 
name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be ‘made whole.’” (4.12) The Greek word is the same, 
in all three usages (though case and verb tenses differ). We ordinarily read that the man was “healed” and Jesus 
“saves.” What difference would it make to our understanding of “salvation” if the interpreters/translators had 
conveyed the “salvation” of the man (by Peter and John) and the “healing” power of Jesus? 
3 I have not studied this claim, personally, but my friend Dr. William E. Hull has said “nearly every time the word 
“sozo” is used in the New Testament, it is used in a future tense (verb).” In other words, we do not hear in scripture 
the language of evangelists who claim “I got saved” or the like (usage in a completed, past tense sense). Salvation is 
a process – a process which always involves the present, and looks to the future, as our salvation, and the salvation 
of the world, is being “worked out” (Philippians 2.12). 
4 Though I will cite no specific reference, I am persuaded in my reading of scripture and its commentaries, that the 
highly individualistic application of “salvation,” familiar in our highly evangelistic corner of the world, is a 
misappropriation of the concept, or at the very least an over-emphasis of the individual nature at the expense of the 
corporate. Scriptural salvation  is as corporate as it is individual (note the “election” of the nation of Israel, and not 
individuals within it). 
5Genesis 2.7: “…the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of 
life; and the man became a living being.” Scripture does not say that God breathed a soul into the man, but God’s 
breath made the man a living soul (the Hebrew word “nephesh” is also translated “soul”). And, as Paul discusses 
what occurs at death, he holds to the Hebraic notion of the unity of soul/body: So it is with the resurrection… It (the 
human person) is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a physical body, there is also a 
spiritual body” (there was no life in Hebraic thought apart from a body – of some kind!). Or, in the words of the old 
gospel tune concerning death, “I’ll have a new body!” The immortality of a soul (within the body) is not well-
attested in scripture. I believe we would do well to return to the Hebrews’ notion that we are living souls (we do not 
possess them), and, with this knowledge, attend more to the salvation of the world, in all its physical manifestations 
– thus affecting the “salvation of our souls.” 



sustain life, the cleaning of rivers, the protecting of lands – is part of the work of God’s 

salvation (for the earth, too, groans, as Paul says, waiting to be set free, to be made 

whole6). The end of warfare, the reconciliation of friends, whose relationship has been 

torn by lies or seeds of mistrust, the recovery of the addict, the renewal of the marriage, 

the new job for the one who has been put on the street by a slumping economy, the 

dedication of infants and parents to a life of faith and higher commitment7… these are the 

marks of God’s salvation at work, ever, among us. To heal is to save. To save is to make 

whole. 

 The Church has insisted that in the name of Jesus, is salvation. Though the things 

of the Spirit are not accessible to scientific inquiry or testing, this claim seems to me to be 

completely empirically verifiable. The world over, Churches proclaim the name of Jesus. 

And from every walk of life people claim and testify and verify – by their own changed 

living – that it is his name that has given them life. His name that has been their hope. His 

name that has signified their healing and wholeness. There is one name. For the Church it 

is The Only Name. 

 

For a time, in my house, I was the only father. Not the only father of the house. 

The only father, period. I kind of enjoyed that, you know! Being the father of two little 

guys who thought I was “it.” I could do anything. I could fix everything. But I guess it’s 

another of life’s awakenings, another loss of innocence, when fathers to wake up with 

adolescent sons, who are figuring out, day-by-maturing-day that Dad is, well… not the 

only one. And hardly the perfect, all-knowing, all-powerful protector they once knew. 

                                                 
6 “…in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay…” Romans 8.21. 
7 Today’s worship included a dedication service for Jason and Melinda Smith and their son, Deacon Gray Smith. 



Life awakens us to the universality of fatherhood (everybody has one), but this 

knowledge does not keep us from affirming the truth of the childlike claim (that most of 

us have known), a claim of experience and devotion and commitment and love: he is the 

only one! 

So it is with the Church’s understanding and dedication and loyalty and love of 

Jesus. He is The Only One. There is no other name. Wesley Ariarajah, a Methodist 

minister from Sri Lanka has helped me to understand that this is the way we should 

understand those comments of scripture that are often interpreted in absolute terms.8 His 

is The Only Name, in the Church’s experience, and in my personal encounter. And it is 

not just that his is the only name we’ve been given, as if we may have actually been 

sheltered from some better name, some Way that might even be more life-giving. No, the 

proof, given by the testimony of millions of followers, and affirmed right here, is that his 

Way is sufficient to lead to life. In him we can know the abundance of life (John 10.10), 

the fullness of life, in him we can find God. 

 

 But there are other sheep. 

Sheep not of Jesus’ fold. I know many of them, and you probably do, too. And I am quite 

content to proclaim them to you today as just that, “sheep,” using the biblical metaphor, and not 

as the biblical counterpart to that image. My Jewish and Unitarian and Hindu and Buddhist 

colleagues, whom I consider friends and partners in ministry, are not “wolves in sheep’s 

                                                 
8 Wesley Ariarajah is quoted by Charles Kimball in When Religion Becomes Evil: “ [In texts such as Acts 4.12] we 
are not dealing with the absolute truths, but with the language of faith and love… The language of the Bible is also 
the language of faith… The problem begins when we take these confessions in the language of faith and love and 
turn them into absolute truths. It becomes much more serious when we turn them into truths on the basis of which 
we begin to measure the truth or otherwise of other faith claims. My daughter cannot say to her little friend in the 
next house that there is no way she can have the best father, for the best one is right there in her house. If she does, 
we’ll have to dismiss it as child-talk!” 



clothing,” to borrow the language of the fable, nor are they goats, to use the more derisive 

biblical term9. As I understand Jesus, though they do not claim his name, they are “keeping his 

Father’s commandments” (John 14.21), they are “for him and not against him” (Mark 9.40 – but 

see also Luke 11.23!) they are “doing the will of my Father in heaven” (Matthew 12.50) which 

by Jesus’ own reckoning, makes them his brothers and sisters – and should make them ours, as 

well. I have come to believe, they are the sheep to which Jesus referred, sheep, not of this fold. 

 Now, let me make it clear that I have done my exegetical work on this text. In other 

words, if that one is too big for you, I have studied! In John’s context, what Jesus’ comment 

means is that he has sheep which are not of the Jewish fold. John is presenting to a Jewish world 

a Jesus, himself a Jew, who has seen a bigger picture, and who enlarged his disciples’ 

understanding of God’s salvation – which even includes (God forbid)… Gentiles!10 

 It seems to me highly ironic, then, inappropriately ironic, for Christians to turn right 

around and take up the very kind of exclusive arrogance that Jesus came to abolish. Herschel 

Hobbs, the great Southern Baptist voice, rightly notes that Jesus’ “inclusive concept must have 

sounded rather strange.”11 How unfortunate, then, that so many Southern Baptists, as well as 

Christians of all stripes, have again narrowed God’s salvation, so it only applies to the chosen 

few called “Christian.” 

 
                                                 
9 See “The Parable of the Sheep and the Goats,” in Matthew 25. 
10 The traditional interpretation, of course, suggests that these sheep, not of this fold are Gentiles, to whom Jesus will 
take his message of salvation, and then he will bring them, of necessity, into his fold: I must bring them also, and 
they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd (10.16). This is a sufficient reading, in my view, 
but not a necessary one – with the inclusive example of Jesus, and the expansive understanding of salvation that he 
provides the Jews. It is simply inconceivable to me that Jesus, whose most harsh critiques were always reserved for 
the “establishment,” the “insiders,” those who thought they knew and understood God and God’s way the most, 
would not offer the same critique of a Christian establishment, should he return today! 
11 As quoted in today’s bulletin, from Herschel H. Hobbs, An Exposition of the Four Gospels: “[Jesus’] inclusive 
concept must have sounded rather strange to both the Pharisees and to his disciples. It was in direct contrast to the 
narrow concept of salvation for Jews only. One of the greatest struggles for the gospel in early Christianity was to 
break out of this crusted mold. But it was/is in God’s plan that all… should be saved.”  



 Sometimes liberal Baptist preachers like I, are accused of picking and choosing what 

texts we want to affirm. I think it is the literalists who pick and choose – who read literally what 

they can, and then who metaphorize or interpret the rest. I am quite content to read it all. None 

literally, mind you, but to read it all.12  (I am convinced the great Christian spokesman C.H. 

Dodd had it right when he said that there is no such thing as an “intelligent, literal reading of the 

Bible.” Every reading is an interpretation.13) But if we are going to try to read somewhat 

literally, let us try to do so, completely. In this text of John (in several verses before today’s 

specific text), Jesus claims, “I am the gate.” As traditionally interpreted this means that those 

who come by Jesus are “in” and everyone else is “out.” Coupled with today’s text from the book 

of Acts, a watertight case is often claimed for the absolute truth of Christianity. But if we are to 

try to take such claims literally, we must also hear Jesus say, literally, I am the gate. Whoever 

enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture (10.9). Will come in. 

And will go out – for that’s where the pasture is! (Wow. Take that literally!) So what’s “in”? 

And what’s “out”? And is the important thing finding Jesus, so we can get “in”? Or is it finding 

the shepherd who can free us to see a world without the need of a gate?14 

                                                 
12 When I say “none literally,” I simply mean that the “literal truth” if never the final point of a scriptural text. 
Creation isn’t about physics, for example, but about God’s purpose from “the beginning.” Jonah isn’t about a man 
and a fish, but about a people (the Jews) and their relationship with God. Even narratives based on historical events 
are, when they are recorded in scripture, always about more than the events themselves. So we have four gospels 
telling of some of the same events, and the details of the actual events are recorded differently – because a gospel 
writer does not write for the same purpose a newspaper reporter does (as if news journalism is objective!) It is 
always the spiritual truth that is at stake. 
13 I have lost the citation for this quotation from the great, British Christian. 
14 Do not misunderstand what I am saying. I am not a “universalist.” It is difficult for me to conceive of anyone 
rejecting the good, the right, the true, the beautiful, i.e., rejecting God, forever, but just as I believe we are free to do 
so in the here-and-now (and just as the nightly news makes it evident that so many are doing so), I believe in human 
freedom. God has made us forever, truly freed. I am simply saying I do not believe God’s salvation is limited to any 
one religious belief system. As Paul says in Romans 2.14-15: When Gentiles, who do not possess the law, do 
instinctively what the law requires, these, though not having the law, are a law to themselves. They show that what 
the law requires is written on their hearts…” Is this not God’s expressed goal for us? (See Jeremiah 31.33 and 
Hebrews 10.16) And when Jews and Hindus and Buddhists, etc… “keep the law,” are they not fulfilling this biblical 
mandate? Are they not showing themselves to be “brothers and sisters” of Christ (by his own definition)? 



 The problem for Christians living in a pluralistic world like ours is not in affirming that 

Jesus is The Only Name. The problem is that too many of us have so narrowed “salvation,” that 

it is only as wide as our own ignorance, only as welcoming as or our own fear, only as accepting 

as our own prejudice. Some have narrowed the salvation Jesus offers, to include only a culturally 

and religiously conditioned belief. But on the other end of the spectrum, the view is just as 

limited. Some can’t tolerate the “language of Zion” as it has been called, all that churchy 

vocabulary, so they cut it out, losing the beauty of the poetry in the process. They can’t stand the 

abuse of the theology, so they jettison the richness of the message, just because some of its 

messengers have delivered it (admittedly) poorly. They don’t like some of the hymns, because 

they don’t meet our ever-narrowing definition of what is acceptable theology, so we close the 

book and in our obstinacy, we miss the joy that comes from corporate singing. Narrower, and 

narrower, and narrower (it’s not just the domain of fundamentalists anymore!), so narrow that we 

cannot celebrate, so narrow that the life giving grace of faith is swallowed up in an abyss of 

judgment and cynicism. Some in this room are in one camp. And some of you are in the other.  

But, as we are about to sing, “there’s a wideness in God’s mercy.” It is a wideness I pray we all 

can find! 

As the Church Makes its Way to Pentecost, as we look for that which is essential, we 

must begin with the life-giving, broadening, all-encompassing wholeness that Jesus brings. So, 

for The Only Name. And for the Other Sheep. Thanks be to God. 

May it be so! 

 

 


