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Based on John 14:1-14 and Acts 7:51-60 

 Today’s reading seems like a warning to the church.  Stephen, a lay preacher, 

shares his message and gets the crowd so excited that they stone him to death.  We should 

compliment Stephen - most preachers only dream of motivating their congregations into 

action.  By the way - on a completely unrelated note - we will need a lay minister to help 

out this summer when we are at the Presbyterian Church.  Any volunteers? 

 I think the most difficult kind of preaching has to be preaching the end of the 

world, particularly when the end does not come.  What do you think happens to those 

preachers the day after the world was supposed to end?  I wonder if those preachers find 

themselves relating rather too well with Stephen’s situation. 

 And who could blame their congregations for throwing rocks.  The end-of-the-

world preachers push for people to accept an important event that doesn’t materialize.  

They preach something that does not happen.  And in our reading from Acts, Stephen is 

doing something similar.  He is preaching Jesus as the messiah who would liberate the 

masses.  But when Jesus is crucified, what happens to the plan?  Jesus does not liberate 

the masses in the way that was expected.  It is quite easy to imagine people wanting to 

throw stones at Stephen. 

 Preaching to people’s dreams and watching those dreams get shattered is tough. 

Some messages are simply hard to deliver.  And some messages are simply hard to hear. 

 Even the lectionary falls into that trap this week.  The actual lectionary reading 

from Acts started in verse 55 with this - “But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up 

to heaven and saw the glory of God.”  I decided we needed to start reading a few verses 

earlier so that we might understand why it was that Stephen was the focus for such 

hostility.  And I think we found it.  Depending on which translation you look at, Stephen 

calls the crowd “stiff-necked”, “bullheaded”, “stubborn”, “hardheaded”.  Stephen accuses 
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the people of opposing the Holy Spirit.  Of being being betrayers and murderers.  Well - 

at least Stephen was right about them being murderers.  I certainly do not condone 

violence, but on balance, I think I have some appreciation that Stephen himself generated 

the hostility that led to his death.  Stephen is telling the crowd that Jesus is the only path 

to God, and that as Jews, they have missed the boat. 

 And yet, the authors of our lectionary left that part out.  They wanted us to hear 

and reflect only on Stephen’s faithful reaction to his situation, to portray him as a victim, 

not the creator of the anger that killed him.  Stephen the martyr is a much nicer hero than 

Stephen the anti-semitic instigator. 

 I remember being a University student in Saskatchewan in the early 1980s.  At 

that time, and in that place, I really felt as if I was in a “Christian Country”.  Sure, there 

were other religious and cultural groups around, but most people were either active 

Christians, or inactive Christians.  You could say “Merry Christmas” on the streets and 

nobody looked at you in a funny way - unless it was June of course.  And, at the 

University of Saskatchewan, when people wanted to poke fun at you, it was not at your 

race or your colour, it was at your choice of college.  In particular, the arts students and 

the engineering students had a long-established line of battle, based purely on college 

affiliation, not on anything even remotely personal. 

 In 1987 I moved to Toronto to pursue further studies at York University, and I felt 

a bit like Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz.  This place was different.  This was not a 

“Christian Country”.  This was a place of diversity, of mixed cultures, of good ethnic 

food!!  But when people wanted to poke fun, it was often deeply racial, or sexist in 

nature.  York University forced me to look - for the first time really - at sexism, racism, 

and homophobia in a way I had never seen in Saskatchewan. 

 And when I started my studies at Emmanuel College, I had to deal with all that - 

and more - because I  had to work through issues not only of race and gender, but also, of 

religion.  I had to seriously focus on listening to others, understanding, respecting.  The 

word “tolerance” appeared more frequently in my conversations. 

 Today’s gospel reading is hard to understand in a framework of religious 
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tolerance.  When Jesus - or rather, when John’s Jesus - says “I am the way, the truth, and 

the life.  No one comes to the Father except through me.” - how are we to understand 

that?  How are we to understand those words while at the same time respecting people of 

other faiths?  How do I explain those words to my Hindu neighbours? 

 How indeed?  The question is neither simple, nor rhetorical.  Nor is the answer 

obvious.  But the question is important.  It is important as we decide what the future of 

the church should be.  It is important at a denominational level as we live into our present 

and future.  It is important at a congregational level where we decide - daily - how to live 

out our call as a Christian community in a pluralistic age.  Because our very actions 

determine not what the church should be, but what it actually is. 

 This question shows up in different ways, in different words.  Some people speak 

of pluralism and religious tolerance.  Some people speak of downplaying “religion” 

altogether and use more “spiritual” words.  Some people speak of a “post-theistic” time, 

and try to move beyond speaking of “God” at all.  The tension represented by this 

question was well laid out in the recent Observer article “Beyond Belief” which was a 

“face off” between two United Church ministers, one a declared non-theist and one a 

theist.  The issue is live.  The issue is relevant. 

 But of course, this debate goes far beyond our own Church.  The debate is based 

on foundational understandings of Christianity, so the debate is global.  How exactly do 

we see our own faith and what do we really think of other faiths.  R. Kirby Godsey, in his 

book Is God a Christian sees “all religions as broken vessels”, and sees God as beyond 

what any person, or any religion, can contain.  To quote Godsey, “Chances are, the idea 

of God is more than any of us can really imagine.  More than anyone’s religion can ever 

tell us.”  And - “Looking through the prism through which others see the light of God, we 

too may see light anew.” 

 I might have given the impression that we have to figure all this out because we 

now live in a pluralistic age.  Perhaps if we could find - or build - a strong “classic” 

Christian community, we could go back to ignoring people of other faiths altogether.  But 

I see the challenge of pluralism as more of a “wake up call” to a question that should be 
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in our hearts and minds anyway.  It’s true, the question has been forced on us by 

pluralism and post-modern thinking, but we can still choose to embrace the question as a 

helpful question to understand Christianity.  How we see other faiths in part defines how 

we see our own faith. 

 Let me share an analogy. 

 Consider our building: Our building renovation plans imagine a new building 

built on our current foundation.  The building can change while the foundation remains 

the same.  Of course it would be cheaper and easier to just start from scratch.  But there is 

value in putting a new building on our old foundation. 

 Now consider our faith: The words we read today from John were from the early 

Christian church.  And they describe a very exclusive vision of Christianity.  In short, 

follow Jesus or you are wrong.  That’s a vision that simply does not work in our 

pluralistic society.  But we are free to build a different vision of Christianity on the 

foundation that came from Jesus.  What have we built?  Have we built a vision of 

Christianity as an exclusive club?  Or have we built a vision of Christianity as one set of 

ideals and beliefs that allow us sit alongside people of other faiths? 

 Just as with a building, it is easier and cheaper to start from scratch.  That’s why - 

in my opinion - spirituality is more popular than religion right now.  It is far easier to 

simply say “religion is wrong” and sign up for yoga.  But there is value in building a new 

vision of Christianity on top of the foundation we have.  A vision of Christianity that is 

inclusive and engaging, that encourages both thoughts and feelings, that enables us to 

both agree and disagree with people of other faiths, that allows us to hold our beliefs even 

when we disagree - instead of simply pretending that all faiths are the same thing anyway. 

 The cornerstone of our faith is Jesus Christ.  But that stone is a living stone.  

Christianity is - after all - a living faith.  Let us rejoice that our foundation is a stone of 

life. 

!
 Amen.
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