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A Homily by         “An Adventure into the Church of Emergence in This Inventive Age”
The Rev’d Jo Popham                               5th Sunday of Easter

May 22, 2011
Acts 7:55-60

I Peter 2:2-10
John 14:1-14

According to a small evangelical movement in the US, the beginning of the end of the

world was to be yesterday, May 21st, 2011, at 6:00 pm to be precise. The faithful were

supposed to be raptured – gathered into heaven – last evening. And October 21st would

then be the destruction of the earth altogether. I dare say this morning they are redefining

how to do church – how to do their ministry.  Rather than selling all their belongings and

emptying their bank accounts to support Harold Camping and his Family radio

apocalyptic message and waiting for the end to come, I wonder if these people might

have served God better by discipling people – making more disciples for Christ – thus

creating heaven here on earth.

This and the confluence of other events has formed my thinking about the reading

from Acts of the Apostles. As most of you know last week I had just returned from the

clergy conference that was intense, with morning, afternoon, and evening sessions led by

Doug Pagitt the founding pastor of Solomon’s Porch in Minneapolis, Minnesota. This

dynamic and energetic preacher–teacher spoke of the inventive age of the world and the

church. And he put us through a social media boot camp. The world as we know it is

changing so fast. And the church is changing just as fast. The speaker at the clergy

conference made me think of what I learned at “Start-up Start-over” a week long seminar

on church growth that I attended a few years ago, where we were taught that there will be

more change in the first 15 years of this century than in all of last century. And here we

are into our 11th year of the 21st century and the world is indeed changing at break-neck

speed. Phyllis Tickle spoke of in this new era as a time of emergence where the church is

reinventing itself, an event we cannot escape, an event that happens every 500 years

when we question “where then is our authority?” And it is happening right now. She
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referred often to the teachings of Brian McLaren who has been dealing with this

inevitable change in the church in his many books for years now. I first heard Brian

McLaren introduce the notion of this shift in the church six years ago at a weekend

diocesan conference in Texas.

Like the church in the Book of Acts – the new church of Christians that was just

learning what it meant to be church – we are in a time of new learning. Throughout the

long era of Christendom the church has reinvented itself time and again. I read an article

early this week that was truly formative, for me as your priest. It affirmed my

understanding of you all (that is all y’all) as the ministers of the church. The news piece

from the Alban Institute webservice said that initially clergy were meant to serve as

“chaplains and scholars, and part of the authority structure of the town or community”1

Did you hear me list leader or congregational leader in that job description? No, because

that was not their role. But clergy have taken on leading the liturgy as their primary role.

Now the Canons – the laws of the church – expressly say that the incumbent clergy is

solely responsible for all aspects of the worship service. And I suppose realistically we

are in charge, but I believe we would better serve the church as teachers of the faith and

ministry mentors. In the new emerging or inventive age of the church which we – clergy

and members of the church alike – are moving toward so quickly – we all are ministers of

the church. And so ministry should not being done by clergy alone but by the church – by

all the members of the congregation.2

So the role of the priest is changing, but it began changing very early on in the church.

As the new Christian community grew, there was a need for leaders in addition to the

apostles. As “the disciples were increasing in number, the Hellenists complained that the

Hebrews were neglecting their widows in the daily distribution of food.2 And the twelve

called together the whole community of the disciples and said, ‘It is not right that we

should neglect the word of God in order to wait at tables.”3 They selected from among

themselves seven men of good standing who were wise and filled with the spirit. They

stood them in front of the apostles who prayed and laid their hand on them. Stephen was
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among these first deacons. And Stephen was the first Christian martyr. Out of the many

followers of Jesus, the seven were chosen to be deacons to attend to the needs of the

community – to do what we would call Christian outreach – and to serve as

administrators – to distribute the food daily. Today “The ministry of a deacon is to

represent Christ and his Church, particularly as a servant of those in need; and to assist

bishops and priests in the proclamation of the Gospel and the administration – the

distribution– of the sacraments.”4 The Greek word diakonia – became the term for

deacons because they helped with the distribution. Deacons were to have a servant

ministry in the world but also to serve as servants to the priests – assisting at the table.

Stephen was to wait on the table – in Greek diakonein trapezais – meaning to wait on the

table for food but also the table for counting money. Stephen served at the altar table and

converted hearts by preaching about Jesus, but he was also one of those seven chosen by

the Jerusalem congregation to see that the Hellenistic Jewish Christians got their fair

share of the contributions.5 We should not assume that it was a money issue that led to

the stoning of Stephen, because it was more likely his preaching. His words were so

convincing that more and more people came to follow Jesus as the Son of God. He

caused a revolution of sorts that changed the attitude of some of the Jewish people toward

the young Christian church. Remember that this was a time of persecution of the new

church. The Jewish authorities – the high priests of the Temple – accused Stephen of

blasphemy. But even at his trial Stephen continued to preach about Jesus. The authorities

and the crowd became so angry that they stopped the trial and dragged Stephen outside

and threw rocks at him. Stephen’s last word– his last prayer –was “ ‘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.”6 A young Pharisee – Saul of Tarsus –

witnessed Stephen’s stoning and heard the prayer for his enemies. Saul – who changed

his name to Paul – eventually took up the work that was cut short by Stephen’s death.7

Stephen knew that Jesus would change the customs of the time. And that happened.

Indeed the way of relating to God changed completely. Stephen recognized that the
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Temple would no longer be the centre of worship – that God could be worshipped

anywhere. And it is happening again. Customs and traditions are changing again. The

ministry of the people is emerging as primary, rather than the ministry of the priest or

even the deacon. Recently I overheard one member of the clergy say “What then are we

left to do?” I think we priests are to equip and enable our people, teaching and preaching

the good news in this new age of the church, as well as being a pastor to our people and

one of scholars in the congregation, and even an active model of Christian charity and

love in the town or community.

Rather than being dragged kicking a screaming into the new age of the church, my

friends, I think we should look upon these changing times as an adventure. We are on a

steep learning curve. But our faith can be deepened while we are on this godly adventure.

Yes, the world is changing – faster than most of us would like. The change is

coming…actually, it already is here. There was a time when if I noticed one of you

tweeting on your iPhone or blackberry during church I would be horrified. But if you are

texting, or tweeting or connecting to Facebook on your phone saying to your friends

“Hey, Jo says the church has to be reborn!” I would not be surprised in the least. I would

think we have entered into this new age. One of the things that Phyllis Tickle and Doug

Pagitt and Brian McLaren and Diana Butler Bass and others scholars of our time have

assured those of us in the Anglican church is that there is a place for the liturgical church

in these changing times. Church as we know it will not disappear while we are

reinventing it. We love our Anglican thumps. We love our altar rail. We love to dress the

church in beauty. These things do not necessarily have to be compromised as we add to

how we worship – how we do church.

I took a six-week class last spring entitled: “Communities of Memory, Communities of

Expectation: How to renew the liturgical church so the liturgical church can revitalize

Christianity,” Last fall I attended two workshops with Phyllis Tickle: Leadership for the

Emerging Church: Should We Lead, Follow or Get Out of the Way?” for clergy and “The

Church is Dead, Long Live the Church,” for laity. These are long titles to be sure, but
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they express the dilemma we all face in these changing times. There is a place for our

beautiful liturgy. Indeed many of the emergent churches are using our liturgy as a model

of how to do church. At the clergy Social Media Boot Camp a week ago I learned that the

newer churches that do not have the long history and tradition we are blessed with in the

Anglican Church will have a harder time adjusting to the changes that are happening.

And the changes are happening. My sisters and brothers, “The Times They Are

A’Changin.”8 But do not be afraid! Like Stephen, I come bearing a message of change, a

change in very core of our culture. But in Stephen’s time the Jewish church did not go

away with the birthing of the Christian church. Just so in our day the Anglican Church

will not go away. Christianity is not dead. It is alive. It is being reinvented, reborn in this

21st century. We can – and we will – be part of that birthing process. Please, do not take

me out and stone me. Instead, consider being a part of this great adventure where together

we will discover what it means to be church in the 21st century.
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and to take their place in the life, worship, and governance of the Church.” The role of
the priest is “to represent Christ and his Church, particularly as pastor to the people; to
share with the bishop in the overseeing of the Church; to proclaim the Gospel; to
administer the sacraments; and to bless and declare pardon in the name of God.” (1979
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