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Empowerment for Service


We have just had a wonderful retreat day together with Jamie Manson leading us, helping us to continue our journey of discernment as we seek to serve the People of God by modeling the church we can be.  [So, I am going to keep this one very short]. I am also just coming off the high of ordaining our two newest women priests in the eastern region, Maryrose Petrizzo of Wilmington, DE, and Alexandra Dyer of Queens, NY. I talked a lot in my ordination homily in New York City. about the qualities of service that Maryrose and Alexandra bring to priestly ministry in our region. I talked about our model of diakonia or service, that goes out to the margins, in order to empower those who are often ignored and unheard. So, it is fitting that today I can approach reflecting on our readings from the vantage point of empowering the People of God for service. 


The story we hear in the reading from the Acts of the Apostles is a familiar one. We have heard it many times. There seems to have been a language issue, perhaps a culture gap issue in the church at Jerusalem at that moment. People in need (widows and orphans…that is people without a patriarch to support them) from the Greek-speaking Christian/Jewish community were being neglected in the daily distribution. You know, “I don’t speak Greek (or Spanish). I don’t know what those people want. I can’t understand them!” So, already, we get the picture that classism and racism and sexism have been around for a long time. The leadership decided to choose 7 people who spoke Greek and were culturally Greco-Roman to take charge of the ministry among these people. There is a very positive way to read this decision . Could it be that an act of empowerment had taken place? A move to engage the principle of subsidiarity perhaps?  Not separate but equal, I don’t suppose. After all, it was all one fund, right? But decisions were being made “locally so to speak. 

And in the first Letter of Peter, another facet of the empowerment of the believing community appears. The readership is told that Christ is the Living Stone rejected by the builders (mortals), but nevertheless approved by God.  And immediately thereafter, the author informs them that they, the believers, are also living stones, and that their mission is to build an edifice of spirit, a holy priesthood, a consecrated nation, a people set apart. They have found mercy, and therefore, they are set apart for service, and they are to serve by dispensing mercy!

And then, we come to John 14, the author of the 4th gospel’s rendition of the great commission to the disciples: You will do even greater things than I have done! No pressure! Seriously, this is my very favorite statement of Jesus in all of the gospel accounts. He is announcing the unequivocal promise of the Presence  in all that we do or experience. He is announcing the indwelling presence of God’s Spirit for all time in the whole People of God….and I believe, affirming it in the whole of creation. We will never walk alone. We will never be without the divine spark that Jesus announced to us so clearly in his presence among us. 


So, when people ask, “Why is the community of the church so important in the world we inhabit today, when it is so unmistakably clear that the church has stumbled and erred time and time again?  How can the church’s mission ever be accomplished, and wherein lies the power for good, when it is unquestionable that the church has failed so miserably in fidelity to the gospel so often and in so many ways? And if indeed there is a reason to stay within the church and to work for the reign of God within it, what is our role? 

These are big questions, and we are not going to have magic answers to them today, but we can continue to think about them.I believe that our despair and our woundedness on account of the shortcomings of the church are not so very different than were the feelings of those Greek-speakers who suffered discrimination in the church in the very first days in Jerusalem. The key, I believe, is to trust in Jesus’ promise that he is indeed the Way (though it may take time to discern the best path; to be prayerfully reflective and to walk in patience and trust, seeking ever deeper knowledge of our inner selves and trusting in our own truth; then, to bear witness to that truth publicly and courageously by simply living it; and, finally, and most importantly by supporting and encouraging one another in solidarity as we live out that witness. 
“Have faith in God and in me as well,” says Jesus. “Where I am, you will be also.”

