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When the first believers came together to establish a new Methodist congregation in this part of SE Charlotte, every decision was important.

Who would be the first pastor?  How would we be organized?  How would we make decisions?  Who would our leaders be?  

What would be the name of the new church?   I don’t know the names that did NOT make the final cut!  I do know the fledging congregation chose to name itself after Stephen, who first appears in this passage from Acts.

Now, we generally associate Stephen as the first martyr of the church.  A martyr is someone who dies for the sake of his or her faith convictions.  Many of the early Christians were forced to make that dreadful choice by Roman emperors such as Nero and Caligula and Domitian.  They were inspired by persons such as Stephen.

On a lighter note, we should not miss the irony that in Acts 7 is recorded one of the longest sermons in the NT – following which the hearers stone to death the preacher!   

A little less than 2 years ago, when we made our first official visit to St. Stephen, Jennie and I came in the front door and walked down the hall toward the office area.  Of course, we right away noticed the painting depicting the stoning of Stephen hanging in a very prominent place … as if someone meant for us to see it!  More irony!  I wondered “Is this what they do to their preachers?”

But we are invited by today’s passage to save our consideration of Stephen as a preacher and as a martyr for another time.  Today we consider Stephen the servant!

Stephen and those other men were the first deacons of the church.  Deacon comes from the Greek diakonia, which means service or servanthood.  Commentators on this text rightly point out that the first ordained servants of the Church were set aside for particular needs or forms of service … not a special status.

The Church, at its best, has always understood its clergy this way … set apart for function and trained for needful tasks.  We ordained folk have no lock on piety, spiritual insight or moral clarity.  These are rightly points of growth that everyone strives for together!   If my seminary training and pastoral experience helps you grow in the likeness of Christ, that is its primary (only?) purpose.

In fact, we might observe that Stephen’s grace and power shown in “great signs and wonders among the people” grows out of  his serving hands and his servant heart.

Stephen is a servant 1st  … a preacher, leader, miracle worker and martyr 2nd!

I often encourage young people, as I did some of our Scouts recently, to seek their areas of service where their gifts, graces and talents intersect with the needs, hungers and challenges of the world.  That is likely where God will use us!

Is that not precisely how Stephen and the other Greek servants began their service?

In the midst of a dispute (of all things!) about who was getting the better treatment – your widows or our widows.  This was actually another version of the age old human condition … always looking out for me and mine. Always making sure I get what’s coming to me.  Always certain I deserve better or, at least, better than you!

Out of this conflict, the recognized leaders (apostles) call everyone together for a quick confab.  Before long the body agrees that we should set apart several Greek-speaking men to ensure that fair and equal treatment is maintained.  But who?

Stephen and Philip head the list.  Were they among those who always showed up when some humdrum, difficult or lowly job needed doing?  Were they the ones who demonstrated such humble reliability and such modest fortitude as to be above reproach?  Perhaps folks had observed them caring for the least of these, serving at the soup kitchen, tending the sick, playing with the children, remembering the forgotten and visiting the lonely?

My guess is that these men were proven servants. They did not have to pass a test or satisfy a background check or convince anyone of their credentials.  

If there were a way to run check and someone were to do it, would the information reveal us to be proven servants ?

Stephen and those other first servants of Christ were filled with a spirit best heard in the Blessings from the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5.  This made them seem strange and odd, even threatening to the world and those caught up in the ways of the world.  It cost Stephen his earthly life … but won him so much more!

Perhaps the urgency and sincerity of Jesus' teaching – and of serving Jesus - are what make it seem so strange, even foolish to us.  The apostle Paul thought so.  Numerous times in his first letter to Corinth, Paul calls the Gospel "foolishness" to those who measure truth by the standards of the world.  Poor in spirit? No, it's the rich who have their way.  Meek?  No, only the strong survive.  Those who mourn?  Just a sign of weakness.  Pure in heart?  Life is one big compromise.  

The world either has no use for Jesus' terms or cannot understand them.

This was brought home to me more clearly as I read an account of an uncomfortable conversation between Clarence Jordan and his attorney brother, Bob.  Clarence, as you may know, was a free thinking pastor who founded an unusual farm community in the heart of Georgia.  The farm was an interracial, cooperative community begun long before civil rights made national headlines.  In that day and in that place, such an experiment in "kingdom living" was very much in question.

One day, Clarence went to his brother to ask for some legal assistance.  Bob Jordan, who would one day become a state senator and justice of the Georgia Supreme Court, refused the request. "I can't do that. You know my political aspirations. Why, if I represented you, I might lose my job, my house, everything I've got!"

"We might lose everything, too, Bob."

"It's different for you, Clarence."

"Why is it different? I seem to remember that you and I joined the church the same Sunday as boys.  The preacher asked me the same questions he asked you.  He asked me, `Do you accept Jesus as your Lord and Savior?'  I said yes.  What did you say?"

"I follow Jesus, Clarence, up to a point."

"Could that point, by any chance, be ... the cross?"

"That's right. I follow Him TO the cross - but not ON the cross. I'm not getting myself crucified!"

"Then I don't believe you are a disciple.  You are an admirer, not a disciple of His. I believe you ought to go back to the church you belong to and tell them you're just an admirer."

"Well now," countered Bob "if everyone who felt like that did that, we wouldn't have much of a church would we?"

"The question," Clarence said "is what KIND of church would you have?"

Indeed, the foolish and radical nature of faith is never clearer than when we consider what Jesus asks us to be and how Jesus asks us to live.  Can we be merciful?  Can we be pure in heart?  Can we be peacemakers?  Are we willing to suffer persecution?  Or do we only admire Jesus on the cross from a distance?

I’m willing to bet my ministry that being the hands, feet and heart of Jesus Christ is more important than that, valued more than that, worth more than that to you!

To be the hands, feet and heart of Jesus Christ … to follow and serve him as our Lord!

That is a vision that will empower us, raise us up, send us forth.

That is a vision we can share with each other and with the world!    AMEN

