
When God Writes Your Name. A sermon delivered at Mt. Hope by Rev. Steven 
Schafer on Memorial Day Sunday, May 25, 2014. Text: Isaiah 49: 8-16. 

 The memory is distinct, although I don't know when it happened or how old I was 
or whether it was one event or the memories of many moments merged together in my 
childhood. My mother was sitting with me - I've no idea where my brother and sister 
were at the time - she was trying to teach me to write. 

 Although my mother wasn't a teacher nor college educated, she valued 
education. When I would come in from playing with friends and say things I had picked 
up from them, like “ain’t”, my mother would gently remind me that the proper words 
were “is not” or the contraction, “isn’t.” And, she continued to correct my grammar and 
word usage until I gave up and tried to speak correctly. To this day I never use the 
word "ain't" and feel very self-conscious if I end a sentence with a preposition. She also 
taught me to read. We read all the then-popular kid's books and also a children's Bible 
with pictures in it. And she taught me to sing (or at least enjoy singing). 

 So, I'm not sure if this very vivid memory is just one moment in time, or the 
compilation of many moments like it, but it is distinct in my mind. My mother and are 
sitting at the kitchen table, an old Formica topped table with chrome legs and trim that 
we used until I was a teenager.  I see myself writing on paper, or at least making some 
marks, so I must be in the first grade because I didn’t go to kindergarten. There was no 
kindergarten in our town in those days, and so first grade was where you learned to 
read and write. 

 We were learning our ABCs — and how to write each one carefully in lowercase 
and uppercase on broad-lined tablets made of newsprint. The lined pages were neatly 
divided into rows of blue lines — the top and bottom lines solid, and the middle line 
dotted. Maybe they still use that kind of paper in schools, but I doubt it. We were to 
write the alphabet within the confines of these blue lines, making sure that the letters 
curved, or crossed, or slanted exactly at the right point on the dotted line. All of this 
was called “penmanship” and I was not good at it. I'm still such a poor cursive writer 
that I tend to print everything. 

 I remember the daunting task of forming each letter tediously, slowly, and with 
care. But somehow my hand wouldn't do what my brain wanted it to, and my letters 
bore little resemblance to the row of upper and lowercase letters at the top of my tablet 
- the ones my mother could make so effortlessly... 

 Frustrated with my slow progress, I remember asking my mother to write my 
name on my tablet. With ease she took the pencil and with graceful, fluid strokes 
formed the letters of my name — Steven Schafer.  

 I remember asking, “Is that my name?” She said, “Yes, that’s your name.” And, 
she pointed to Steven and then to Schafer, sounding them out letter-sound by letter-



sound as if I had never heard them before. And, there it was. This name that I had 
been called since birth, this name that I knew as my own, that was a much a part of me 
as my right arm. There it was, written down right in front of me. I remember a sense of 
awe, at least as much as a five or six year old can be awestruck, and thinking, “That’s 
my name. That’s me, right there on that piece of paper. My name.” It was as though my 
name had taken on a life of its own. 

 As I said, I am not sure about the details of that memory. But, I am sure about 
the feeling I had. A feeling that somehow I was more real, more important, more 
permanent because my name was written down before me. I am happy to tell you that I 
did eventually learn to write my own name, not well, but acceptably, and graduated 
from first grade with all the ceremony accorded to six year olds. But, that’s another 
story. 

 Memorial Day Is About Names. Tomorrow our nation pauses to remember those 
who have given their lives in service to their country. The President annually asks the 
entire nation pause at 3:00 for a moment in silent tribute to those who have made the 
ultimate sacrifice for duty, honor, and country. That's a good thing to do - right in the 
middle of your after- backyard-picnic time with family, simply stop for a minute and be 
quiet and say a silent thank you for the freedoms you enjoy - for the freedom of speech 
and movement and the pursuit of happiness - provided by so many for so long... 

 I suppose that it would be fitting to, this morning, read off all the names of young 
men and women who gave their lives for our country in the past year. But we don't 
know the names. We don't know the stories. We don't know what we've lost in them. 
We don't know what they might have accomplished in the future nor what their unborn 
offspring might have accomplished... All we know is that anonymous people - young 
and older - male and female - have served their nation - us - in such a way that their 
lives were forfeit. That is humbling.  

 I remember the names of some of the fallen and dead on this Memorial Day 
weekend. I remember Stan Parks. Stan and I went to high school together, in the same 
graduating class — the class of ‘67. I went to college, Stan went to Viet Nam. I don’t 
remember when I heard that Stan had been killed, but the news spread from one class 
member to another in that informal network that senior classes have, even after 
graduation. Stan was a kind of quiet guy, not athletic, not particularly popular, but well-
liked enough. I don’t know how Stan died, or if he received a medal, or if he was a 
hero. I just know Stan’s name is written on a gravestone in Continental, Ohio and mine 
is not. 

 I remember the freshman dormitory at Bowling Green when the first draft lottery 
was drawn. Some of the fellows on my floor got low numbers - low enough to 
guarantee that they would be heading for Vietnam. Some cried. We were all afraid. 
Many went. Some died. I never knew who survived and who didn't. But I am certain no 
all of them came home.  



 I remember Shermon Snyder. He joined the Air Force as soon as he graduated 
so he wouldn't be drafted. In a quirk of fate, he ended up flying spy missions over North 
Vietnam as a communications translator. Sherm was so bad at languages that he kept 
failing the language requirement in college -  first French then German then Spanish 
and ended up having four full years of language study on his transcript. When the Air 
Force saw that, they concluded that he must be a linguist so sent him to school to learn 
Vietnamese so he could listen in on transmissions from the enemy... I like to think 
Sherm survived but never heard from him again. 

 Memorial Day is about names. Don Schafer - didn't die, but served his nation in 
World War II. He'd never talk of his service. He did some things that, for him, were 
unmentionable. He would rather leave them behind than to bring them out for 
scrutiny... so many in each generation are that way. War is a terrible thing - what you 
do and what you see and who you become... 

 Whose Names Do You Remember Today? Now that you have given me the 
privilege of sharing some names I remember, would you like to do the same? Some of 
you served in World War II, some in Korea, some in Viet Nam, some in other arenas. 
Do you want to call the names of those you remember on this Memorial Day? (Allow 
time here for members to share names and stories.) 

 God Knows Our Names. Today's scripture passage from Isaiah came at a time 
of great difficulty in the life of the nation of Israel. So much difficulty that the nation 
thought God had forgotten them. So, God speaks through Isaiah to remind them that 
God has not forgotten them. Indeed, God is leveling mountains, raising highways, 
making the path back to God safe and level for His people. And then, God says, “I 
have inscribed you on my palms.” 

 Do you ever remember writing something on your palm? You did it because you 
wanted to remember. God did it because He can’t forget. But, how does God write our 
names on his palm, you might wonder? We have to look at the Gospels for the answer. 
Thomas had not been present when the risen Christ had appeared to other disciples. 
In grief and disbelief of their story, Thomas says — 

“Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails were, 
and put my hand into his side, I will not believe it.” 

26A week later his disciples were in the house again, and Thomas was with 
them. Though the doors were locked, Jesus came and stood among them and 
said, “Peace be with you!” 27Then he said to Thomas, “Put your finger here; see 
my [palms]. Reach out your hand and put it into my side. Stop doubting and 
believe.” 

Jesus was saying, “Thomas, your name is written on my palms. Written in these nail 
prints, written in my own blood. Thomas, I haven’t forgotten about you.” And in the 



palms of Jesus’ hands are written all of our names. And Stan’s and Sherm’s and my 
dad’s and your friends and family members. For Jesus died with us in his heart, with 
our names engraved on his palms. Engraved by nails. Indelible reminders that our 
names are important to God. 

 


