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 As you have seen, Deacon Pat is not with us this morning.  She is out of town today.  I 

plan to tease her about choosing to be absent on the Sunday when we read about what happened 

to the first Deacon, Stephen.   

 Stephen was stoned to death.  That is a form of capital punishment by which the 

community is the executioner.  Everyone gets together and throws stones at the person until he or 

she is dead.  It is not an easy way to die.  But it does have an interesting side effect.  No one 

person can be seen as responsible for the death of the one who is stoned.  Blame is shared by 

everyone who throws a stone.  You can join in, throwing a rock without having to think of 

yourself as being a “killer.” 

 So how did Stephen get himself into this mess, anyway?  Well, the disciples after Jesus’ 

death began preaching and teaching about Jesus.  Despite the roadblocks placed by the religious 

authorities, they were making headway and the number of disciples was increasing, according to 

the book of Acts.  As they attempted to share their assets among those in the community of 

Christians, a dispute arose.  Some said that widows were being neglected in the daily food 

distributions.  When they got everyone together to discuss the matter, the twelve first disciples 

said, “It is not right that we should neglect the word of God in order to wait on tables.  Therefore, 

friends, select from among yourselves seven men of good standing, full of the Spirit and of 

wisdom, whom we may appoint to this task, while we, for our part, will devote ourselves to 

prayer and to serving the word.” (Acts 6:2-4) 

 Everyone thought that was a good idea, and the first person they thought of to fill the bill 

was Stephen.  So there you have it.  A waiter.  Stephen was chosen to do as the disciples had 

described: to wait on tables.  The 12 Apostles laid hands on Stephen and six others, and they 



were the first Deacons.  They were charged with pastoral care in the community.  They were to 

make sure that everyone had enough to eat. 

 So here was Stephen, a kind of subversive cafeteria worker who was chosen not to 

preach, but to serve in a witness of caring for the least in the community.  That work so provoked 

and challenged the powerful ones of his time, that he was betrayed into their hands by some false 

witnesses, and ultimately killed.  The first Christian martyr came not from among those 

preaching the gospel, but from those feeding the hungry and serving the poor! 

 Today I challenge you to think about how this might be relevant in our time.  Our secular 

government, while claiming to expand and protect religious freedom, is in fact at work against 

those who would fulfill the gospel mandates to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, give water to 

the thirsty, and welcome the stranger.  More than anything we preach, our desire as Christians to 

serve the poor and disenfranchised is considered to be subversive, a threat to the powers that be. 

 Think about it.  The idea that healthcare should be for everyone is daily mocked by our 

politicians.  Equitable redistribution of money and goods is seen as something against our sacred 

capitalist system.  Food insecurity, which is scandalously rampant in our well-heeled society, is 

not deemed worthy of our tax dollars.  I believe full well that were Stephen serving in our time, 

his ministry would again be threatened by stoning. 

 Stoning:  the execution brought on by the community of those throwing rocks so that no 

one person has to take the blame.  This so reminds me of the current danger to our environmental 

policy.  One stone lands knocking out the Endangered Species Act.  Another stone lands in the 

gutting of the Environmental Protection Agency.  Another stone takes out our protections on 

land previously set aside as an inheritance for future generations.  And in the end, no one will be 

able to say for sure which stone it was that killed our precious environment. 

 Here in Middletown we could preach ourselves silly.  We could use bullhorns.  But 

nothing we could say would have nearly the threatening impact as does our ministry among the 



homeless.  Nothing we could do would scare people as much as our compassion for the mentally 

ill, for the addicted, for the refugees. 

 And why is that?  Why is it that Stephen’s waiting on the tables of the disempowered 

posed such a threat to others that it drove them to kill him?  Why is our concern for our 

neighbors seen as such an evil in our time? 

 Ryan knows.  He gave the answer to this question when I once asked the kids why people 

hated Jesus enough to kill him.  Ryan said it was because they did not want to change. 

 Being confronted in concrete ways with the consequences of practicing what we preach 

can be a scary thing.  Following Jesus forces us to change.  It shows us that talk is cheap while 

discipleship—putting our talk into practice—is expensive.  Or at least it seems expensive.  That 

is because we so often do not realize the cost of stubbornly holding out against the tide of the 

coming of the kingdom of God. We do not see the damage that our selfishness does to our souls.  

We don’t see it, but Deacons like Stephen and our own Deacon Pat show it to us.  And we do not 

like what we see. 

 Stephen’s story shows us that the seemingly impossible ethic of loving our neighbors 

more than ourselves is indeed possible, though costly.  We don’t have to be divine to do what 

Jesus did in his ministry to the outcast ones.  Jesus tells us, “The one who believes in me will 

also do the works that I do and, in fact, will do greater works then these….”  I thank God for the 

ministry and witness of our Deacons like Pat, who challenge us to become our best selves by 

putting the needs of others before our own.  It is not a flashy ministry, but it is a ministry close to 

the heart of God. 
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