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The Need to Be Known 

 
It is winter and Jesus is walking in the Portico of Solomon in Jerusalem. This is one of the old precincts 

of the temple. It is Hanukkah, a celebration of the cleansing and rededication of the Temple after its 

desecration by the Syrians in 164 BCE.  The people, who have come for the feast, gather around Jesus 

and those who oppose him say, “If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly.” How often have we known 

Jesus to tell anything plainly? Jesus usually speaks in parables – stories that lend themselves to many 

different interpretations or he uses metaphors and analogies. 

One writer speaks of the unique relationship between a shepherd and his sheep saying, “Sheep seem to 

consider their shepherds as part of the family, and the relationship that grows up between the two is 

quite exclusive.  They develop a language of their own that outsiders are not privy to.  A good shepherd 

learns to distinguish a bleat of pain from one of pleasure, while the sheep learn that a cluck of the 

tongue means food, or a two-note song means it’s time to go home.”i 

I remember as a child growing up in Toronto, Canada. My brothers and I our friends would play in the 

front yard or in the park down the street. And when it was supper time our mother would come outside 

to call us in. It was amazing, but each of us knew our own mother’s distinctive voice. We would stop 

whatever we were doing and head home because there was somebody waiting for us with supper on the 

table. 

I don’t know too much about sheep as I have only seen them from a distance while driving in the 

countryside. But the people who had gathered in the spacious portico to confront Jesus would have 

been familiar with Jesus’ metaphor of sheep and shepherd. The prophets Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel 

refer to God as a shepherd of Israel and Psalm 23 our Psalm appointed for today reads, “The Lord is 

my Shepherd.” Those Jesus addressed, would certainly have witnessed shepherds bringing their flocks 

home from various pastures after grazing all day. Indeed, it is possible that some of them were 

shepherds themselves. 

When Jesus says, “My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me” what strikes me is 

that Jesus does not say that the sheep follow him because they know him. What he says is that they 

follow him because he knows them.  And really, don’t we all long to be known? - To be understood at 

our deepest levels?  This Gospel makes it clear that Jesus sees to the depth of the heart, so it is no 

wonder that the sheep recognize this and follow him.  

Theologian and writer, Frederick Buechner states that what is perhaps the central paradox of our 

human condition is that we hunger to be known in our full humanness yet, being vulnerable is often 
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what we fear more than anything else. Buechner further states that it is sometimes important to tell the 

secret of who we truly and fully are – even if we tell it to ourselves, otherwise we run the risk of losing 

track of who we truly are. Over a period of time we then begin to accept a highly edited version of 

ourselves, which we hope the world will find more acceptable than our real selves. Telling our stories is 

important because it makes it easier to see where we have been and where we are going. This makes it 

easier for people to tell their stories also. Exchanges like that helps to create community and that is 

what being human is all about.ii  

Some of us create a False Self, which is an artificial persona, used to protect us from trauma, shock and 

stress in close relationships. It is the self that we show in public, a self that appears to be polite and 

well-mannered and puts on a show of being real. 

When one of my sons struggled with drugs, fear and shame caused me to repress feelings and push 

aside needs in order to survive. My False self helped me to survive and to believe that I was acceptable. 

I was pretending that life was good, but I was not experiencing abundant life that Jesus wants for all of 

us. I was afraid of what people at church would think of me and for a time, I lost track of who I truly 

was. It wasn’t until I embraced my True Self, stopped caring about what “everybody” thought and 

believed that Jesus knew me, yet loved me, that I was able to seek and receive the help I needed for my 

son as well as for myself. It was freeing to be able to share my story, to be the real me and to realize 

that I was not journeying alone.  

Telling my story also helped others to live into their True Selves. Our parish has implemented two new 

programs to provide support for the parents of children with addiction and mental health challenges 

and for those grieving the loss of a loved one. These groups offer a safe, confidential, caring place for 

those who are suffering and are a way to help each other as people journey together. Yet, there are 

some who are struggling through a deep, dark winter and are afraid to trust so they may be known. 

Brené Brown teaches that “Our deepest human need is to be seen by other people — to really be seen 

and known by someone else. And if we’re so armored up, and we walk through the world with an 

armored front, we can’t be seen.”  Brown tells us that although embracing her vulnerability can feel 

awkward and scary, it makes her feel human and alive. Being open is mutual and is also an integral part 

of the trust-building process.iii   

We all have stories and in order to benefit from the healing medicine of telling our stories, we need to 

strip off our masks and resist holding back. If we sugar coat our story we miss out on a sense of 

connection with another person. Letting our warts show can be extremely difficult, but I found that 
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when I tell my story and am vulnerable about my imperfections, others connect with me in spite of and 

at times, even because of those imperfections and we gain mutual trust. 

Sheep and their shepherd share a special kind of relationship, which speaks to our deepest human 

needs- the need to be seen, the need to be fully known, the need to be cared for and the need to be 

loved despite our imperfections. Jesus, the Good Shepherd knows us loves us and cares for our true 

imperfect selves. We, the Good Shepherd community, are also called to love and care for each other. 

Jesus is always with us and while we may choose to separate ourselves, the promise of the Good 

Shepherd is that he will always be there for us and with us even if we are not ready to be fully known. 

                                                        
i  Barbara Brown Taylor, from sermon “The Voice of the Shepherd” 
ii  Frederick Buechner, Telling Secrets 
iii  Brené Brown, Daring Greatly, p. 36,45 
 
 
 


