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Appointed Texts:

Now during those days, when the disciples were increasing in number, the Hellenists complained against the Hebrews because their widows were being neglected in the daily distribution of food. And the twelve called together the whole community of the disciples and said, “… select from among yourselves seven men of good standing, full of the Spirit and of wisdom, whom we may appoint to this task, ...” What they said pleased the whole community, and they chose Stephen, a man full of faith and the Holy Spirit, together with Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolaus, a proselyte of Antioch. They had these men stand before the apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on them.  The word of God continued to spread …  Stephen, full of grace and power, did great wonders and signs among the people.  Then some of those who belonged to the synagogue … stood up and argued with Stephen. And Stephen replied: “Brothers and fathers, listen to me “You stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears, you are forever opposing the Holy Spirit, just as your ancestors used to do. Which of the prophets did your ancestors not persecute? They killed those who foretold the coming of the Righteous One, and now you have become his betrayers and murderers. You are the ones that received the law as ordained by angels, and yet you have not kept it.” When they heard these things, they became enraged and ground their teeth at Stephen. But filled with the Holy Spirit, he gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. “Look,” he said, “I see the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God!” But they covered their ears, and with a loud shout all rushed together against him. Then they dragged him out of the city and began to stone him; and the witnesses laid their coats at the feet of a young man named Saul. While they were stoning Stephen, he prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” Then he knelt down and cried out in a loud voice, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” When he had said this, he died.   Acts 6:1-9, 7:2a, 51-60
“Very truly, I tell you, anyone who does not enter the sheepfold by the gate but climbs in by another way is a thief and a bandit. The one who enters by the gate is the shepherd of the sheep. The gatekeeper opens the gate for him, and the sheep hear his voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. When he has brought out all his own, he goes ahead of them, and the sheep follow him because they know his voice. … Jesus used this figure of speech with them, but they did not understand what he was saying to them. So again Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, I am the gate for the sheep. All who came before me are thieves and bandits; but the sheep did not listen to them. I am the gate. Whoever enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture. The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.  John 10:1-10

“I came that they might have life, and have it abundantly.”
     In Eastertide we read scripture passages that tell of the early days of the emerging Church community of koinonia, a kind of “fellowship” characterized by an economy of “sharing” the pre-eminent abundance of a transformed life through Christ.  It began soon after the gospel of Christ’s death and resurrection was first preached, when a growing band of believers gathered in that shared experience.  

     Early on, at some point, one of them must have turned to the others and said something like, “This is something!  We oughta get organized.”  So they did.  They got organized. Then the Church became institutionalized.  And then– because of who we are, by human nature– it all got politicized.

     Then the questions soon became: Who would lead? How would they lead?  Would they lead by example?  Whose example would they follow?  Would they lead us in the way that Christ had shown us leads to an abundant life? The kind of life that would be worth living?  Even the kind of life for which one might be willing to die?  Would the duly elected or appointed shepherds of the flock lead us to pastures of plenty, as Jesus promised was God’s best intentions?
     Religion and politics are everywhere we turn these days. Senator  majority leader, Bill Frist will join a handful of prominent Christian conservatives in a telecast from a Kentucky mega-church next Sunday dubbed “Justice Sunday,” suggesting the other political party promotes a “filibuster against people of faith,” for blocking Presidential judicial nominees.  The promoters of the event hope to reach and sway a million viewers through telecast distribution.  

     House Majority leader, Tom DeLay battles stories of ethical improprieties, while promoting his own set of religious and “moral values” — most recently in the Terry Schiavo case.   With his own former pastor as his chief of staff he has blamed the teaching of evolution for school shootings, while raising money for the Traditional Values Coalition’s campaign to save America from the “war on Christianity.”  Interestingly, here’s a man of religious conviction, whose faith informs his life and his life’s work; and whose political and personal dealings result in him being reprimanded by the House Ethics Committee and his own political party.

     And, if you think it’s just a few politicians in Washington who are — take your pick — employing their religious beliefs to guide their life and leadership, or blurring constitutional lines of separation between church and state, we only need look at the most hotly-followed political election process now underway in Rome.

    On the eve of the cardinals secret conclave to choose the next pope, it is reported German hardliner and right hand man to the last pope, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger has emerged as the frontrunner with an estimated 50 of the 115 possible votes, with a two-thirds majority needed to elect.  They may be talking about the Vatican and the shepherds of the Faith, but it sure sounds a lot like an Iowa caucus or the New England primaries to me.

     When it comes to mixing politics and religion some folks have discomfort when they perceive personal religious convictions sticking their noses where they don’t belong.  Even in that most-human institution we call the Church, it can be a disquieting notion that humans may be created in the image of God, but we’re political animals, as well.

     Furthermore, it all may be on the front page of today’s news, but it’s nothing new. Perhaps we’ve all heard the story by now how centuries ago the cardinals had taken over three years to try in vain to come up wit a new pope.  So the exasperated local townspeople locked them up in a chapel and removed the roof to expose them to the inclement weather in order to break the deadlock and end a filibuster. 

    Just think: if the House and Senate could hole up in some lavish D.C. digs and legislate in sworn secrecy like the cardinals, they’d all think they died and gone to political paradise. The senate may have it’s own honorary chaplain who opens sessions with perfunctory prayers, but no elected representative has yet to explicitly invoke the power of the Holy Spirit for guidance from the floor of the senate.  Still, Jesus may have been better understood  had he been attributed with having said: “I have come that you might have politics, and have it in abundance.”

     When we listen to today’s gospel our ears may hear soothing, comforting words of assurance about Jesus, the good shepherd, the gate and the gatekeeper of the sheepfold.  But in the Bible, such shepherds — as leaders — were understood as more than “pastors.”  They were kings or presidents or political office holders; for good, or ill, or both.  You’ll recall, for instance, Moses and King David were shepherds who expanded their constituencies from flocks of sheep to nations of people.  

     The biggest question about these great figures of the Bible were the same: How would they lead?  Would they lead by example?  Whose example would they follow?  Would they lead us in the way that Yahweh had shown us leads to an abundant life? The kind of life that would be worth living, in covenant with God’s best intentions?
     So the political and religious die was cast when John’s early Christian community heard those great “I am” stump speeches attributed to Jesus in John’s gospel.  There was the “I am the vine and you are the branches” speech.  Or the, “I am the bread of life” speech.  Or “I am the way, the truth, the life” speech; and today’s, “I am the good shepherd.”  

    Or, one might shift the emphasis and tone of this line and it becomes the political speech: “I am the good shepherd,” … as opposed to those “thieves and bandits” who care nothing for their constituents, but only steal and exploit and plunder and kill for their own self-serving; and to the deprivation of the sheep, and their care with which those lousy leaders have been entrusted.  In point of fact, in John’s gospel this is the last time Jesus engages in any dialogue or debate with those religious leaders.  From this point on they resolve to have him eliminated.  His critique of their leadership is a political attack, as much as it is a religious one; for he attacks the very heart of how those in positions of public trust have looked after the people’s welfare.  

     Jesus is running on the “abundant life” ticket, promising something to live for; and, as it turns out, something to die for.  And it scares the ruling party to death.  They figure he won’t be able to make good on his promise, once he’s dead and gone. But then something happens that turns the whole religio-politico institution on its end.  Easter happens.  And the way in which religious and political “shepherds” are judged from now on gets put in the whole new context and criteria we call the Christian life.

    Even in early church there was still certainly an abundance of politicking, but there was also a new order, and a new day.  For instance, the sharing fellowship (koinonia) was a deliberate and intentional community of sharing the biblical abundance of the life promised and given through an economy of distribution that cared for those who were in greatest need.  At the same time, there were still ethnic lines of distinction; in this case (in the lesson we read from the Book of Acts) between Greek-speaking Hellenist converts and their Hebrew-speaking Jewish counterparts.  There was wrangling over some widows being neglected in the daily distribution of the necessities of life.  It was decided something should be done about.  Someone should look into the matter.  So they appointed a committee of seven men to look after the social welfare of the neediest among them.  One of them was Stephen.  How would Stephen take the lead?

     Stephen leads from a gospel of abundance, not scarcity, reflective of the good shepherd of John’s gospel.  He imitates – both in word and act – the great Shepherd of the sheep.  In his politically charged speech he calls the religious authorities “stiff necked.”  Charging your opponents with being inflexible doesn’t sound as off-putting as calling them “thieves and bandits” as Jesus had done; but it had the same effect, and result.  As we sang in the gradual hymn,

When Stephen, full of power and grace,

Went forth throughout the land,

He bore no shield before his face,

No weapon in his hand; 

But only in his heart a flame

And on his lips a sword

Wherewith he smote and overcame

The foemen of the Lord.
     Stephen’s own martyrdom by stoning follows Jesus’ lead with his crucifixion; he willingly gives up his life (his deeds) with words similar to Jesus’ own dying breath, “Do not hold this sin against them.”  The word martyria not only means one who dies for their belief, but also one who witnesses to that belief by the manner in which they live their life; so that something to live for, and something to die for, become consistently one and the same thing.  

     Imagine holding today’s shepherds — our religious and political leaders — to such a standard?  Might we come closer to the abundant life intended by God, a life both promised and manifested in the life, death and resurrection of our Lord?

    Instead, in the face of the reality of all the disproportionate distribution of the world’s abundance, what is so often the message we hear?  Biblical scholar, Walter Bruggemann once wrote,

We live in a world where the gap between scarcity and abundance grows wider everyday … but the peculiar thing, at least from a biblical perspective, is that the rich (the one’s with the abundance) rely on an ideology of scarcity, while the poor (the one’s suffering from scarcity) rely on an ideology of abundance.  How can that be? 
     How, Walter?  Well, I want to say, that’s politics.  At the same time, we remember and remind each other the Bible is all about abundance; while so much of the contemporary political debate is about scarcity: the scarcity of cheap and plentiful oil, or the diminishment of security as a threat to our democratic freedoms.  

     Even in the current debate over Social Security reform — where there is so much fear that there very well might be less pay-out someday soon — I do not hear much discussion about our collective social security; but rather how some individuals certainly might personally fare better with a different setup.   Personally, I always thought the whole idea behind the program was to secure our society as a whole by assuring the neediest amongst us would have a minimum threshold of sharing in the inordinate amount of abundance we have in this land.

    When Jesus spoke of being the gate and the gatekeeper of a flock who would be “saved,” and “go out and come in and find pasture,” it seems to me he was speaking of a kind of shepherd leadership that was more than merely nice religious imagery, let alone political reality.  He was describing a kind of security and freedom that is a measure of faith in a God who come to us, “that we might have life, and life in abundance.”  In the end, the only life worth living and dying for.    As we sing of Stephen, so might we sing of our own life of faith and witness:

Let me,  O Lord, thy cause defend, 

a knight without a sword; 

No shield I ask, no faithful friend,

No vengeance no reward;

But only in my heart a flame 

And in my soul a dram, 

So that the stones of earthly shame 

A jeweled crown may seem.
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