Reflection for St Peter's 10 am. Holy Communion at the Vicarage
10th May 2020.
Text: Acts Chapter 7 vv. 55-end.

Witness to our Ever-Present God
There are members of our congregation at St. Peter's for whom each Bible text is like an Aladdin's Cave, brimming over with the most amazing treasure. Certainly, our church home-group, which has met for the last thirty-eight years, has never exhausted exploring the cave of riches that is our Bible. Our series of post-Easter Sunday New Testament passages illustrates this well; rich passages currently taking us through early parts of the Acts of the Apostles. Acts is packed with exciting stories of the founding of the early Christian Church. Stories of great faith and mission, but also, at times, stories of violence and great resistance to the Christian message.

Today we have the story of the stoning of Stephen, a reading witnessing to the horrific killing of a good man. Yet in a terrible moment at the end of his earthly life, Stephen still radiates the wonder of his vision of God in Glory. And it is surely right for us to see ourselves as witnesses to this story, because it really is a story about witness.

St. Stephen is the first Christian martyr, whose life is honoured on the day after Christmas Day. The word martyr comes from a Greek word actually meaning 'witness'. People in the Christian Church have come to be known as martyrs because they were prepared to die for witnessing to the truth of their faith. For them, the truth of their faith was not just a general set of ideas and rules by which they lived their lives. It was a truth, worth more than their own lives, for healing others' damaged lives, and promoting new life and hope for all humankind. And it is this kind of truth; the living truth of God, to which Stephen witnessed. So, what exactly was Stephen's witness?

Stephen had made a long speech to the Sanhedrin, the Jewish High Court, to which he had been summoned. He presented his view of the history of Israel, as part of his defence to a charge of blasphemy. He had also accused his listeners of betraying and murdering Jesus, the Righteous One, and accused their ancestors of killing those who had predicted the Messiah's coming.

As our reading now indicates, the crowd were spitting mad at what Stephen had said, and gnashed their teeth. Yet we read at the start of the passage, that Stephen, 'filled with the Holy Spirit, gazed into Heaven and saw the Glory of God and Jesus standing at the right hand of God'. Stephen, standing at the threshold of heaven and earth, seeing both the earthly and heavenly dimensions of his faith. This made his accusers furious. Ready to stone him and kill him.

Yet, like Jesus, to whom he witnessed, Stephen still asked for the sins that the people were about to commit, to not stand against them. He wanted them to see the error of their way of being. He wanted their lives to be restored to a new healthy life and relationship with God. Lives newly lived out in love and mutual respect for all humankind, as God had always wanted for His people.

So, in the darkest and direst of times, such as we have been experiencing in our lives with the Covid-19 virus rampant in the world, do we have witnesses who have visions of new life and hope in the midst of despair?  The short answer is 'Yes', we most certainly do. For instance, in our Church of St. Peter, we have elderly people doing battle with the debilitating realities that can come with an ageing body and mind.

I recount a true story about a church friend with dementia, who was having a bit of an altercation with those needing to administer regular and essential personal care to them. All that the friend had wanted was to be left in peace to listen to music, and savour the drift of their own thoughts. But then, in response to some strong words used by our friend, who hadn't wanted to be disturbed, one of the carers remarked : 'If God were here, He would not be very pleased with you saying that'. To which the friend replied, in an apparent moment of truly seeing Heaven on Earth:

'God is present, and always there to help us'.

Surely a visionary and stunning response, despite the debilitating frustrations and disorientation of their dementia.

So with a lively vision of hope and witness to faith like that, even under adverse circumstances, can we at St. Peter's always be deeply thankful and grateful for the many witnesses to faith we have had over the years. May such moments of visionary insight continue to nurture our lives in the best and worst of times. Amen.


Issy Andrews.
