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My parents had two criteria for naming their children.  The names had to be in the Bible, and they had to be pronounceable in 
Spanish.  The second of these criteria had to do with the fact that they were working in Columbia, South America, during their 
childbearing years.  So, I was named Stephen, or Esteban in Spanish.  I’m not sure why my parents overlooked other Biblical 
names like Peter, James, or John.  Instead, they opted to name me after the first martyr, whose life we commemorate today.  
From an early age I was aware of the courageous example set by my namesake; and I fantasized about how my own life might 
be modeled after his heroism.   
 
I remember a vivid example of this when I was six or seven years old and attending Vacation Bible School.  At the end of the 
week, we put on a pageant for the rest of the congregation.  Each of the children was given a role to perform.   I was given the 
role of Stephen and invited to act out the scene we just read from the book of Acts.  I looked out at the congregation sitting in 
the darkened sanctuary.  Gazing just above their heads, I said, “I see the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God!”  
After a dramatic pause, I continued, “Lord, Jesus, receive my spirit.”  Then, falling to my knees, I shouted, “Lord, do not hold 
this sin against them!”  Having said this, I fell into a lifeless heap until two other boys grabbed my hands and feet and dragged 
me off the stage.  I remember hearing some snickers in the congregation as this was happening and in retrospect the spectacle 
of a six-year-old being so melodramatic must have seemed comical.  But their laughs didn’t diminish the exhilaration I felt 
enacting my namesake’s heroism.   
 
Almost sixty years have passed since I laid in that chancel of the Harriman Methodist Church. The experiences of these six 
decades have made me a little less confident in my ability to act heroically, at least without significant assistance from the Holy 
Spirit.  Rather than modeling myself on Stephen, my approach to martyrdom has been more akin to that of the early church 
father, Origen.  When Origen was seventeen, his father was arrested and condemned to death for being a Christian.  Origen 
wanted to die alongside of his father; but his mother was not willing to lose both a husband and a son.  So, before Origen 
could turn himself in to the authorities, his mother hid his clothes.  While Origen had imagined himself capable of martyrdom, 
the idea of walking naked through the streets made his courage evaporate.  Rather than enduring such embarrassment, he let 
that particular opportunity for martyrdom pass.   
 
I can empathize with Origen’s waffling faith.  It’s not usually the big, heroic moments that test us.  It’s the smaller, less 
monumental moments, where we can rationalize our inaction because the consequences don’t seem so extreme.  Here’s an 
example that isn’t at all humorous.  When George Floyd was murdered, I considered whether I should put the phrase “Black 
Lives Matter” on the sign boards in front of our church.  Then I wondered, if I do this, will the police consider us an 
adversary?  Will this instigate some modern-day stone throwing from the white supremacists in our community?  
Contemplating these possibilities, I let that particular opportunity for martyrdom pass. 
 
That is just one example of the many, many times when my faith wavered, and I lacked the courage to speak truth to power.  I 
apologize to you and to the God who called me for those moments when I allowed fear, rather than faith, to guide me.  The 
world needs prophetic voices with the courage of Stephen… people who are willing to call out injustice and idolatry. 
 
And yet - maybe this is just me rationalizing my cowardice - I don’t know if Stephen would have made a very good pastor.  If 
you read Stephen’s “sermon” in the book of Acts, he comes across like an attack-dog.  I can see him pointing his finger at the 
people he is addressing and shouting, “You stiff-necked people, you are forever opposing the Holy Spirit, just as your 
ancestors used to do…  you have become his betrayers and murderers.”   You!  You!  You!  He is completely unempathetic to 
their perspective. 
 
Shouldn’t a good pastor empathize with the people in his or her congregation?  Shouldn’t a good pastor understand the 
complexity of the situations in which they find themselves?  Didn’t Jesus welcome sinners and tax collectors and eat with 
them?  And yet, even as I say this, I know how tempting it is to use empathy and forgiveness as an excuse for turning a blind 
eye to sin and injustice.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer called this “cheap grace.”  I am reminded of that horrific scene in the movie 
“The Godfather,” where the main character, a mafia thug, stands as godfather during a baptism.  While the godfather 
renounces Satan and all his empty promises and priest pours water over the child’s head, scenes of gruesome violence 
perpetrated by the Godfather flow across the screen.  A good pastor does not baptize violence.   



 
It is so hard to hold the prophetic and the pastoral together.  Martin Luther King did it pretty well.  But not many others have.  
Perhaps that is why God calls some people to be prophets and others to be pastors.  God gives different people different gifts 
for building up the body of Christ.  Whomever you call as you next pastor will be strong in some areas and weak in others, just 
as I have been strong in some areas and weak in others.  That’s why we all need each other, and we all need Christ.  Christ 
gathers us into a community where my strengths and weaknesses can be matched against your strengths and weaknesses, so 
that together - in Jesus Christ - we can be made whole. 
 
With this in mind, perhaps the scriptures we read today are not the best scriptures for me to contemplate as I come to the end 
of my ministry.  It is a wonderful coincidence that I am preaching my final sermon on the Feast of Stephen.  But perhaps a 
better scripture for today might come from the words of the man who stood off to the side and held the coats of the people 
who were stoning Stephen.  In his letter to the Philippians, the apostle Paul writes: 
 
“Whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of… the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my 
Lord… I regard my accomplishments as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a 
righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but one that comes through faith in Christ.” 
 
Paul wrote these words as he was facing the very real possibility of his own martyrdom.  As he was looking back over his life, 
weighing all his accomplishments and assessing all his failures, he came to realize what was of ultimate value… the surpassing 
value of knowing Christ. 
 
The best moments of my ministry have been those when I have been privileged to share with you the surpassing value of 
knowing Christ.  It is not the blood that I shed - or didn’t shed - as a martyr that will justify me and prove my worth as a 
pastor or as a human being.  It is the blood that Jesus shed in the process of reconciling me to God.  His blood justifies me.  
His righteous covers me.  And in him I am made whole.  As are you. 


