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Acts 6: 1-15; 7:54-8:1a 
Heroes and Heroines of the Faith:  Stephen 
“Healing” 
August 20, 2017 
Rev. Lou Nyiri 
 
Prelude to Scripture Reading 
When I thought about this sermon three weeks ago – my intent was to talk about Stephen and 
his connection to the caregiving ministry to which he was called. 
Specifically, my plan was to devote the entirety of the sermon to Stephen Ministry. 
Then last Saturday the events in Charlottesville, VA unfolded.  And I questioned whether that 
was the right move. 
In preparing for today’s sermon, it became apparent, at least to me, that Stephen may just have 
something to say to us about our individual faith journeys and our corporate faith journey, as 
Christ’s church. 
Thus, today, I will attempt to address how we walk together in faith both as individuals in one-
to-one, confidential care-giving relationships via Stephen Ministry AND how we are called to 
walk together in corporate faith as Christ’s church by choosing to live each day into the claims 
God has made upon us as God’s beloved children. 
 
So, here we go. 
Now hear these words from the Book of Acts, chapters six and seven. 
 
Scripture Reading:  Acts 6:1-15, 7:54-8:1a 
 
The young Christian church, as written about in the New Testament, chapter six of Acts, has 
been growing so fast that it has cultural conflicts between foreign-born members and the 
native Jews.  Following the lead of the synagogue, the Christians pool their food and money to 
be distributed to their needy members.  Some in the group complain that their widows are 
being overlooked. 
 
As the text explains, the apostles find themselves harried by the task of delivering food to the 
needy.  “So, the Twelve gathered all the disciples together and said, ... Friends, select from 
among yourselves seven men of good standing, full of the Spirit and of wisdom, whom we may 
appoint to this task, while we, for our part, will devote ourselves to prayer and to serving the 
word.’”  (Acts 6:3-4) 
 
What happened next was those seven did the task so well that the community stopped arguing.   
As the gathered community began utilizing the gifts God had bestowed upon them in service to 
God through service to one another, the church grew… 
Stephen was one of the seven and is described as, “…full of faith and the Holy Spirit.”  (Acts 6:5) 
 
This Stephen, the one with the gift to care for others, is the one after whom Stephen Ministry is 
named. 
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In effect, Stephen Ministers are, [those] with the gift to care for others. 
 
Stephen Ministers use basic human wisdom as they care for others, while relying heavily on the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit and God’s wisdom to offer distinctively Christian care. 
The gifts that send them into ministry derive from God, however, many of the insights they 
learn to apply developed in the psychological and counseling disciplines.  This is because the 
ministries founder, Dr. Kenneth Haugk comes from a counseling background. 
Dr. Haugk is a faithful man who saw a need to assist Christ’s church by training lay members to 
be Christian care givers. 
 
He explained it this way at the Stephen Leader training course I attended, 
“It’s like, if your house catches fire you call the fire department.  They come and extinguish the 
flames.  The fire department can’t stay at your home forever, because ultimately there will be 
another fire in another part of town to which they must respond.  Thereby leaving you to sift 
through the ashes. 
 
There are people who will go through the remnants and help you discern what to keep; what to 
discard; and how you can rebuild and move forward.   
Friends, family, salvation army, red cross are some examples in this illustration. 
 
Haugk, relates this to the church, by saying, “when a crisis arises members will call the church 
and someone from the pastoral care team will meet the family.  However, they cannot stay 
indefinitely with the family.  They will see them through the initial traumatic moments, 
however, at some future point they will need to be graciously excused to accompany another 
member.  Pastoral Care Ministers know that each family could still benefit from having 
someone to walk alongside, however, due to the urgency of need elsewhere, they must be 
allowed to graciously shift their focus on to the next concern.” 
 
Enter Stephen Ministers who will walk alongside individuals – in the aftermath of the initial 
crisis – to help one move forward. 
Following fifty hours training, engaging in regular group supervision and continuing education, a 
Stephen Minister prayerfully and faithfully seeks to offer practical human wisdom mixed with 
faithful Christian practice – a gift which is very much experienced as the grace of God. 
 
Here are a few examples of who Stephen Ministers are – more can be found at the table in 
Fellowship Hall: 
Stephen Ministers are…The After People…A Stephen Minister is there: 
…after you’ve washed and returned the last casserole dish. 
…after the last child honks, waves and drives away – and the house seems incredibly empty. 
…after you arrive home following the service and the emotions you’ve held off come crashing in 
on you. 
…after the nursing home director says, “Welcome to your new home.” 
…after family and friends have heard your story one too many times, but you still need to talk it 
out. 
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Stephen Ministers are an example of God’s grace lived out among us. 
Stephen Ministers are ready to walk alongside you – your friends, neighbors, coworkers or 
relatives – and provide comfort and support – for details on how to make this happen speak 
with me or stop by the table in fellowship hall. 
This ministry of healing and wholeness is what Stephen and those other six who were full of the 
Spirit and wisdom were called to fulfill in the early Christian church in Jerusalem. 
Stephen Ministers are as much a gift to this congregation and community as those seven. 
 
And that, is where Stephen’s faith story begins…with a call to service. 
His call evolved into a prophetic ministry, whereby, “full of grace and power, [he] did great 
wonders and signs among the people.”  (Acts 6:8) 
 
This did not bode well with the establishment and he was quickly brought into question. 
The established powers did not like what they heard, so they conspired to bring him down by 
stirring up false accusations and bringing him before the council. 
Stephen is asked point blank, “Are these things they are saying about you true?” 
 
Standing his ground, Stephen, recounts their faith story:  from Abraham to Joseph to Moses to 
Joshua to David to Solomon. 
Stephen then offers a rather critical observation, ‘You stiff-necked people, you are forever 
opposing the Holy Spirit, just as your ancestors used to do.  Which of the prophets did our 
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.”  (Acts 7:51-53) 
 
And the gathered crowd, our text tells us, “ground their teeth at Stephen” (Acts 7:54) – that’s a 
foreboding image – from that point on, they disregard anything Stephen has to say & they 
“dragged him out of the city and began to stone him.”  (Acts 7:57-58) 
 
Much like Jesus from the cross, while they are stoning him, Stephen prays, “Lord Jesus, receive 
my spirit.” 
He kneels and cries aloud, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” 
And he died. 
With that, Stephen becomes the first Christian martyr – a faithful person, who was willing to 
stand up for his belief, even if it meant he might lose his life. 
 
Last Saturday, in Charlottesville, VA, ordinary men and women – some of whom did and some 
of whom did not profess faith in the good news of the gospel that has been revealed to a 
hurting world in and through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus the Christ – stood in line 
for what they believed. 
Amid torrents of vitriol and hatred; racism and bigotry declared by neo-Nazi and white 
supremacist groups; these men and women stood in line to proclaim love, equality, community 
bound together by something bigger.   
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“This little light of mine…I’m gonna let it shine,” some sang. 
 
We’ve heard, read and watched so many stories in our social media feeds; daily news outlets; 
around office break room tables that to some extent we are becoming numb to the horror. 
For me, the most disheartening story involves the car which was driven into that line of folks, 
killing 32-year-old, Heather Heyer and wounding 19 others. 
I watched an interview with her father, Mark, who said the following, [9:00 a.m. – show clip] 
 
[10:30 a.m. – pick up here] 
“My daughter was a strong woman that had passionate opinions about the equality of 
everyone – and she tried to stand up for that – with her it wasn’t lip service.  It was real.” 
“People need to stop hating,” he continued, “and they need to forgive each other.  And I 
include myself in that, in forgiving the guy that did this.  He doesn’t know no better.  You know, 
I just think of what the Lord said on the cross, ‘Lord forgive them they don’t know what they’re 
doing.’” 
 
Searching for words and choking down tears, Mr. Heyer, continued, “I’m proud of her for 
standing up.  She had more courage than I did.  She had a stubborn backbone.  If she thought 
she was right, she would stand there and defy you.  But, if I understand her, she wanted to do it 
peacefully and with a fierceness of heart that comes with her conviction.” 
 
“I hope her life and what has transpired changes people’s hearts.  You can fight all you want 
and fuss and cuss and do all that stuff, but when you take your last breath, it’s over.  It’s done!” 
 
[9:30 a.m. – pick up here] 
In the wake of September 11th, The Economist ran an editorial which stated, “Crises are 
moments that demand reflection, re-evaluation, decision and, in most cases, concrete change.  
A return to normal is not now the order of the day …    
 
That sounds about right to me… 
And so, this past week, I have found myself reflecting on last Saturday’s events. 
I’ve found myself wresting with tough questions – about our nation, yes – more so, about 
myself and how might I have a role in systemic racism. 
I’ve found myself asking questions like: 
How might our eyes be opened to our own truths? 
What can we learn about ourselves in times such as these? 
 
In my reflection, I have discovered is that I’m beginning to learn a lot about myself by pulling 
back the layers on who I am.   
As the adage goes, “I’m beginning to know what I don’t know.” 
 
My mind took me back to the first time I heard someone use a racial slur to talk about a black 
man – that someone was my grandfather. 
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I was in early grade school sitting on my grandparents’ front porch with the grownups.  I 
remember hearing him use the word, turning to my mother, I whispered, “Did Pop-Pop just say 
that?”  With her pointer finger she gave me the “wait-a-minute” gesture, which meant we 
might talk about his later.  I’ll never forget her brief response, in our brief talk before going to 
bed that night, “While we don’t talk that way, well, that’s just how Pop-Pop is.” 
 
I realize, my mother was in an awkward situation, she had but a moment to decide if she would 
go against her father or explain to me later that while Pop-Pop may talk that way we do not. 
Yet, even at a young age I had a deep sense that something was amiss about this rationale. 
As I’ve processed this encounter over the years, I’ve come to realize, “That may be how Pop-
Pop is…however, is that how God desires us to be in relationship to one another?” 
 
Praise God for the words of Maya Angelou, who has taught me that one of the simplest ways to 
combat racist, bigoted rhetoric that often comes in racial slurs or racist jokes is with a simple 
phrase, “Not in my house.”  “That type of talk is not welcome in my home.” 
 
People will change the way they talk around you OR they will avoid you. 
Either way – you will have sent a clear message about who you are and what you believe. 
 
I tweeted this week, something which I thought to be quite profound when it came to me, only 
later to recognize how it points to my privilege. 
I posted, “I never.  No never imagined this would be the United States I’d be an adult raising a 
child in…” 
As I watched and listened to reports and interviews, I realized that for far too many racism and 
bigotry are an almost daily occurrence in their lives. 
People of color have been aware of this kind of hatred and violence in America for centuries. 
Part of my privilege as a white male in this society is that I can choose to turn the channel on 
this and go about my life – business as usual. 
And this has been part of my searching this week, the realization that I cannot overlook this any 
longer – I need to recognize who I am and how I play a role in this – “I need to know what I 
don’t know” – I’m in process – working at it… 
 
Our Presbyterian Church USA co-moderators, Jan Edminston and Tawnya Denise Anderson, 
believe this conversation about race to be of such vital importance that they encourage 
congregations and all people of faith to dialogue with one another about Race that we might 
learn our own stories and move forward into the yet-to-be-written, unfolding story God desires. 
A resource they highly recommend to assist in guiding this conversation is Debby Irving’s book, 
Waking Up White, and Finding Myself in the Story of Race. 
 
Irving grew up in Winchester, MA, in a predominantly white, upper middle class community. 
She hadn’t given much thought to race even amid encounters of racial tensions at work and in 
her children’s schools. 
In her 40s, she took a graduate course in “Race and Cultural Identity” and be began to 
comprehend how much she had benefited over the years because she was white. 
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“I see,” Irving said in an interview, “what I am spared day in and day out and I’m focused on 
how easy it is for me to just wake up and go about in a world that was constructed for me.” 
 
“I didn’t understand why,” she continues, “if laws supporting slavery, segregation and 
discrimination had been abolished, lifestyles still looked so different across color lines.” 
 
Irving believes that somewhere between fear and indifference lies an opportunity to awaken to 
the intuitive voice that says, “Something’s not right. … What’s going on here? … I wish I could 
make a difference.” 
 
Irving declares of her experience that as she listens to that voice, it is slowly but surely rewiring 
[her] intuition, breaking down walls that keep her from parts of herself, and expanding her 
capacity to seek truths, no matter how painful they may be.” 
Waking Up White has been an unexpected journey for Irving, one that has required her to dig 
back into childhood memories to recall when, how and why she developed such distorted ideas 
about race, racism and the dominant culture in which she soaked. 
 
“Racism crushes spirits,” Irving writes, “invites divisiveness and justifies the estrangement of 
entire groups of individuals who, like all humans, come into the world full of goodness, with a 
desire to connect, and with boundless capacity to learn and grow.” 
 
“Unless adults understand racism, they will, as I did,” she writes, “unknowingly teach it to their 
children.” 
 
And then she says something which jumps off the page to me, “No one alive today created this 
mess, but everyone alive today has the power to work on undoing it.  Four hundred years since 
its inception, American racism is all twisted up in our cultural fabric.  But there’s a loophole:  
people are not born racist.  Racism is taught, and racism is learned. … Ironically racism, the 
great divider, is also one of the most vital links we share, a massive social dysfunction in which 
we all play a role.” 
 
I plan to read Irving’s book – if you’d like to join me – let me know. 
 
Irving hopes her story will help others uncover their stories, so that they too can discover their 
power to make the world a more humane place to live, work and thrive. 
 
In the church, we might call that … no, I believe we would call that the Kingdom of God – we 
pray for it each week in worship, ‘thy kingdom come, thy will be done.’ 
We live that kingdom into being each day – each choice – each interaction – each stand. 
 
Stephen stood up for what he believed…how will we? 
 
Amen.  


