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“Our Hope Is Built on Nothing Less”

Acts 7:55-60 & 1 Peter 2:2-10


It’s time for me to tell you again about Silence, a book that was written by Shusaku Endo, a Japanese Catholic layperson.  It’s been over twenty-years since I’ve turned the pages of his novel based in part on the history of the first Catholic mission that was undertaken by Jesuit priests in southern Japan several centuries ago.

The story is told of how the shogun of a particular region sought to stem the influence of the Jesuits who had come with the proclamation of the Christian gospel.  Fearful that those who became Christian converts would no longer owe their allegiance to him, the shogun began a campaign of persecution.

Those who were doing the bidding of the shogun would identify those who were Christians by using the fumie or image of the face of Jesus.  Each person was told to step on the fumie.  If he or she refused, that person was identified as a Christian.  If a person stepped on the fumie he or she was at best not a Christian or at worst, a Christian who made the decision to renounce his or her faith.

Those who could not bring themselves to step on the image of the face of Jesus were executed.  They were tied to posts along the coastline and each would face a certain death by drowning as the tide rose each day.

A young priest became deeply troubled by the suffering and senseless death of so many.  At one point in the story he encourages the villagers to step on the fumie encouraging them not to look upon their act as a renunciation of their faith but as a way to live.

When word of the priest’s action reaches the church in Rome, a decision is made that he must be excommunicated from the church for what they consider a betrayal of the faith.  What has always struck me about Endo’s story is that that is the struggle we continue to face in the church in every generation whether Catholic, Protestant, Orthodox, or otherwise.

From time to time it seems that the survival of the church as an institution becomes more important than the survival of human beings.  The question that emerges is as troubling now as it was when Jesus first raised it with the religious leaders of his day.  Is humankind made for the Sabbath? Or is the Sabbath made for humankind?


The struggle of the church as an established institution is the struggle that Stephen faced.  It was a struggle that led to his death.  Our reading from The Acts of the Apostles tells us that the death of Stephen comes at the end of a sermon in which he retells the history of Israel from the call of Abraham down to the time of Solomon’s temple and of the lives of Joseph and Moses.


In his concluding remarks Stephen launches a devastating criticism at those in the Temple in Jerusalem.  “He regards Solomon’s decision to build a temple for God as a major step backward, siding instead with the prophetic sentiment that God’s presence cannot be confined to sacred buildings” (Preaching Through the Christian Year, Craddock, Hayes, Holladay, & Tucker, Trinity Press International, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, 1992, page 270; Acts 7:47-50; Isaiah 66:1-2).


It’s not enough that he infuriated the religious leaders of the Temple, he also accuses so many others who were listening to him of being “stiff-necked people”,  of being hardhearted and resistant to the will of God, and of not simply destroying but murdering the messengers whom God sent, the last of whom was Jesus (Acts 7:51-53).  Such words before the Temple loyalists who had gathered in Jerusalem were hardly the kinds of words one would use to endear oneself to such an audience.
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But apart from Stephen’s remarks, there are other themes in the sermon that become direct challenges to the established order.  One theme is the link between Abraham, Joseph, and Moses.  Their encounter with God is in Egypt and thus outside of Palestine.  

If one were to emphasize that these were decisive encounters with the patriarchs then it would be a direct affront to those listening to Stephen.  This would imply that God in fact was present outside of the Temple, outside of Jerusalem.


Those listening to Stephen become enraged to the point that their anger forces them to cast him out of the city.  Some scholars see a parallel reminiscent of Jesus’ being cast out from Nazareth after his first sermon (Luke 4:29).  


But what was it that caused them to become so enraged?  We know that Stephen was one of seven people chosen as a deacon for the ministry of serving.  The numbers in the early church had grown.  Many Hellenists or Jews who had been born and raised outside of Israel - and whose native language was Greek and not Hebrew – complained that their widows were being treated as second-class citizens in the life of the church.  In order to address the complaint the apostles appointed deacons to aid in the ministry of distributing food to these widows, specifically separating the ministry of service from the proclamation of the word.


Some scholars speculate that Stephen may have been a Hellenist himself.  So those who were listening to him perceived him as a traitor.  Others scholars are convinced that the people became infuriated because they were lax in their own religious devotion.

The people become so enraged they grind their teeth and they cover their ears.   The sight of people gritting their teeth and putting their hands over their ears may seem amusing to us were it not so true to our own life experiences.  
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We may want to argue about whether Stephen was naïve or courageous in his speaking.  But his words clearly touched on the tensions we know exists, even in our own churches today.  We struggle over differences in language; over cultural, ethnic, and racial identities; and over our own Biblical understanding of the faith we share.  


Stephen spoke the truth to those who were on the council known as the Sanhedrin and for that he was dragged out of the city limits and stoned to death.  By his death Stephen became the first Christian martyr.  

His death becomes reminiscent of Jesus’ death.  His last words recall the last words of Jesus.  First, there is the prayer, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit” (Acts 7:59; Luke 23:46).  Second, there is the prayer of forgiveness, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them” (Acts 7:60; Luke 23:34).  Because we come to understand his death within the context of forgiveness, Stephen is vindicated by God.  But even that vindication does not soften the distressing image of the ways in which stones can be used as a weapon.  

The parallel between Stephen’s death and Jesus’ death becomes explicit in his dying words.  We are assured that his death was as another of God’s prophets who was “full of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 7:55).  The heavens are opened as they were at the baptism of Jesus (Luke 3:21, 19:21).  As Stephen gazes into the heavens he beholds “the glory of God.”  He also sees Jesus standing at the right hand of God (Acts 7:56).


While we may in our own day want to grit our own teeth and cover our own ears, we really do know in our heart of hearts that our speaking the truth to one another need not end with anyone being dragged out and stoned to death.  Shusaku Endo probably would have acknowledged the martyrdom of Stephen.  But it would have made no sense to him to say that the death of men, women, and children at the hands of the shogun was a triumph of martyrdom.  
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Perhaps Endo’s caution to us is not to be so quick to make a virtue of martyrdom.  


In our reading from The First Letter of Peter, the report that the religious authorities reject Jesus – the cornerstone – parallels Stephen’s situation.  But the reading goes beyond the immediate parallel of stones to the ways in which it appears to give instructions to those who had become recent converts and provides us with several images for the church.


One of the images we are given is shaped by the way in which stones can be used to heal rather than destroy.  For Peter, the early Christians are likened to “living stones.”  They are pictured as a “spiritual house” or temple.

Stephen entrusted his spirit to God and chose to be a faithful witness of Jesus.  
As “living stones” we must also entrust our spirits to God and seek to be faithful witnesses of Jesus, the One who is our rock and refuge.  

To become “living stones” we acknowledge the rhetorical statement made by Paul in his first letter to the church in Corinth.  “Do you not know that you are God’s temple, and that God’s Spirit dwells in you?  If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy that person.  For God’s temple is holy, and you are that temple.”  (1 Corinthians 3:16-17).


To become “living stones” we build our hope on nothing less than Jesus’ “love and righteousness.”   Amen.
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