2nd Sunday of Easter 
Sermon 4.11.10
Scripture:	Acts 5:17-42

If we ever were to get cell service in Monterey, I’d do the opposite of what most ministers do.  This is what they do.  At the beginning of the worship service, they say, “Please take a moment to turn off your cell phones.”  Here’s what I’d do instead.  I’d ask you please, for goodness’ sake, keep your cell phones on.  And then, when yours rings and you answer it (as you should), I’d have the whole congregation holler, “He can’t talk right now.  He’s in church.”  
What a witness that would be!  Going to church on Sunday mornings used to be assumed. Now it comes to most people as a surprise.  We’re in a different world than the one our church-going forebears lived in.  And I’m talking about our forebears who lived in the 1980s.  The religious landscape has changed radically in the last 20 years, 10 years, even five years.    
So, what a missed opportunity for every other church on the continent, asking their members to turn off their cell phones!  Instead they could doing the work of bearing witness without even having to get up out of their seats.  “She’s busy.  She’s in church.  If you want to talk to her, you’ll have to come down.  We’re at the corner of State and Main.”
Not so for those of us at the corner of Tyringham and Main.  For our witness, we’ll have to go out.  
This will be a challenge for me because I don’t want to be an apostle.  I’m more than happy to be a disciple.  I welcome a life lived in discipleship to Jesus.  I’d welcome a life modeled after his example.  Disciplined to walk in his way; offering up a spirited “Amen” to his preaching the Message of good news to the poor, and announcing pardon to prisoners and recovery of sight to the blind; watching in wonder as he sets the burdened and battered free—I’m happy to encourage and even imitate the one who does this.  I’m very happy proclaiming week after week to the gathered faithful, “This is God’s year to act!”  But I don’t want to be sent out.  I don’t want to be an apostle.   
This might be one basis for God’s calling me to ordination.  Ordained parish ministry is largely about, in the words of the apostle Paul, equipping the saints for the work of ministry and for building up the body of Christ.  This means, it’s you people who are to be sent out, and I’m the one who does the sending—with the help of the Holy Spirit, of course.  I keep the homefires burning, and you go out to spread the good news.  Good luck!  See you soon!  Bring back some new members!
This is a source of frustration for many pastors.  Eugene Peterson writes about it in his book The Unnecessary Pastor.  “We who are ordained are then put to work on committees and projects that leave us with neither time nor energy for the work of the world…Ecclesiastical affairs require armies of ordained men and women to keep the wheels turning, and it isn’t long before ordination, instead of putting us on the front lines of reconciling love for the world, has conscripted us into jobs and agendas that effectively remove us from the very world whose plight is the reason for our ordination in the first place.”  A colleague of mine summed it up as “the velvet prison of ordination.”  And I thought, that’s what I want.  That’s what I signed up for, the sort of ordination that has me keep company with the faithful and then send those same faithful out—to do the hard work of proclaiming that God’s love never quits, proclaiming this to believers and non-believers alike; to do the hard work of bearing witness to all the ways God has saved you and sustains you, witnessing this to those who’ll easily accept this as true and to those who’ll think you’re crazy or weird or a pain in the neck.  Where are the committees of this congregation?  The board of deacons, the pastoral staff, the Sunday school teachers?  Where’s my velvet prison?  
I’ve never preached on this book, the Acts of the Apostles, which is to say the Acts of those who were sent out.  Written by the same person who wrote the gospel of Luke, this is book two in a two-book series.  In its first chapter, Jesus Resurrected is seen to ascend to heaven.  In its second, the Holy Spirit is felt to come down.  And in the rest of the 26 chapters, the disciples who once followed Jesus act now as apostles whom the Spirit sends out.  They heal people who are paralyzed.  They raise people who have died.  They testify to the chief priests that, though these same chief priests put Jesus to death, God has raised Jesus up; and for that they are imprisoned.  They preach to the crowds that God doesn’t play favorites—that God loves Jews and Gentiles all the same; and for this, some of them are stoned to death.  Most of all, they convert people to this fledgling faith—lots and lots of people.  
It’s a busy book, and it gives us lots of reasons to avoid it.  An obvious one is how often these apostles find themselves in the center of conflict.  Conflict is hardly new to the Christian story.  The gospel accounts, following Jesus around as he called and crafted disciples and as he ministered to all sorts of people, are filled with accounts of conflict.  Really, Jesus made enemies faster than he did disciples.  But it was always Jesus that was conflict’s lightening rod.  And you know, I like it better that way.  I like it better when Jesus is the one provoking the powers that be, when Jesus is the one calling assumptions into question, when Jesus is the one upending conventions that benefit those in power at the cost of the dispossessed.  As an avoidant apostle, I like it much better when it’s Jesus who threatens the authority of the so-called “authorities,” when it’s Jesus offending Pharisees and sticking it to Sadducees and irritating scribes with his loose interpretations, when Jesus takes the lead in associating with the unclean which amounts to overturning the law that holds society together (never mind that it also holds some people down).  Like the disciples, I’m perfectly happy being confounded yet pleased by the gospel, surprised and moved by its Christ, inspired but ultimately safe.  To be second-in-command to someone unafraid, unafraid of death, unafraid of provoking others’ envy, unafraid of unleashing others’ power and their willingness to abuse it; to be second to someone just and merciful, kind and good, and above all else unafraid; to be second-in-command—this is the place for me!  But in this book, those second-in-command get a promotion.  And the prison many of them land in for it isn’t velvet.
It is, however, apparently guarded by angels.  This angelic event, unlocking the prison door and letting the prisoners out, had me wondering, who this so-called angel was.  Most angels in the Bible come on clouds or out of the sky or in a dream, and most offer this greeting, “Be not afraid,” and even offer a brief introduction.  Most have come with a message, a radical message.  But this angel has no such radical message—just one of encouragement.  Really, this angel strikes me as distinctly human, which doesn’t mean to me he was any less sent by God.  A man doing this in subversion of the Temple authorities would be no less a miracle than a winged creature come down from on high.  I imagine it as someone whose doubt about the rightness of this situation gets the better of him.  I imagine it as someone who is sworn to uphold the law and thus to uphold society (a worthy task!) and yet who can’t bring himself to uphold this prison sentence.  Or suppose it was someone who has been himself more often under the law than uplifted by it.  We don’t know.
What we do know is the content of the preaching that caused such a stir.  It’s confrontational yet compassionate—Peter saying to the crowd gathered in the Temple, “And now, friends, I know you had no idea what you were doing when you killed Jesus, and neither did your leaders.  But God, who through the preaching of all the prophets had said all along that his Messiah would be killed, knew exactly what you were doing and used it to fulfill his plans.  So, now it’s time to change your ways.  Turn to face God so he can wipe away your sins, pour out showers of blessing to refresh you, and send the Messiah he prepared for you, namely, Jesus.”  Later on, the universality of this message would dawn on them.  Peter, it’s said, fairly exploded with this good news: “It’s God’s own truth, nothing could be plainer: God plays no favorites.  It makes no difference who you are or where you’re from—if you want God and are ready to do as he says, the door is open.”  Paul, a later convert to following Christ, would come also to agree, testifying to the Roman authorities who were to carry out a death sentence on him: “I started preaching this life-change—this radical turn to God and everything it meant in everyday life—right there in Damascus, went on to Jerusalem and the surrounding countryside, and from there to the whole world.”
Can you imagine being so unabashed as to stand on our church steps and say such a thing to any and all gathered in town?    
After turning this image around in my mind all week—it making me so uncomfortable and then uncomfortable with my discomfort (isn’t this what we’re supposed to do? isn’t this what we’re called as disciples-turned-apostles to do?), I realized that what would make such a thing unacceptable nowadays is exactly the opposite of what made it so at first—at least in our post-Christian context.  In those earliest days of the church, it was unacceptable to believe that God will gather everyone up in God’s embrace—this embrace that was commonly accepted as meant for only law-abiding Jews.   Here and now, it seems to me, what makes such a belief unacceptable is that not everyone hears news of God’s forgiveness and welcome back as good.  “What have I to be forgiven?” they ask.  “What did I ever do that’s so bad? Just what exactly are you implying?”  In those early days when those first apostles were sent out, it was forbidden to proclaim that everyone is written into God’s story—this story that was to be a narrow narrative about a chosen group of people who live in a highly prescribed manner.  Here and now, what has so many people reject such a proclamation is that they don’t to be written into a story not of their choosing.  Grand narratives, after all, have not made for good history.  Hitler had a grand narrative.  Stalin had a grand narrative.  In the wake of such horrors, many people in the post-war West are saying, “Write me out of your grand narrative.”  One even said to me, “I want no part of your Christ.”  “But he’s a nice Christ,” I meant to communicate to her, a feeble message feebly-said.  “I want no part of it,” she made clear.
And this, of course, is the most troubling aspect of this book and its charge to us—this book that I’ve never preached on and that you might wish me to have stayed that course.  This is the most challenging aspect of this book and its charge to us—this charge that we be not only disciples of Christ but also apostles sent out by the Holy Spirit.  This is the most disturbing aspect—that this Message of God’s universal reconciliation and unquitting love is yet one that not only unites but also divides, that this Message that God plays no favorites but welcomes home all who seek to come is still one that not only reassures but also offends.  Even here in Monterey.  Even at this corner of Tyringham and Main.  The general store struggles, but at least it isn’t hobbled by a larger-than-life story.  The community center is but a glimmer in the eyes of a few, and, though many won’t want to pay for it, most will at least agree that it’s a nice idea.  The church, on the other hand—the church, once you get past the superficial niceties, should make everyone’s hair stand on end.  Not least ours.
How to be an apostle in a town such as this?  
I don’t know the answer to this, so I welcome ideas you have.  In the meantime, I offer you this promise, that I’ll continue to keep this question in prayer and keep watch for an answer; and I’d ask you to, as well.  And I offer you this hope, that perhaps being an effective apostle is largely about knowing how to engage your context.  The context of the early church is one in which people strike me as so eager to believe.  “Remember, not long ago, Theudas made something of a splash,” the Pharisee told the High Council.  “He claimed to be somebody, and got about four hundred men to join him.  A little later, Judas the Galilean appeared and acquired a following, until he also fizzled out.”  It doesn’t seem to have taken much for a person to gather a following (or, for that matter, to get executed).  It was, it’s been said, a hyper-religious time.  Not so these days, at least not here.  We’re still people who jump on bandwagons, but they don’t tend to be church-sponsored bandwagons.  Quite the opposite, people tend to be turned off by such things.  Given this, a shy apostle feebly guiding shy apostles might be just what the Holy Spirit needs on this, the corner of Tyringham and Main.  
Thanks be to God.
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