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Acts 7.51-8.1a and John 6.30-35 

Midwifing the Reign of God is Messy Business 

 Today’s Gospel gives us one of the most beautiful verses in Scripture: “I am the 
bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will 
never be thirsty.” (John 6:35) I will forever associate those words with a certain post-
Vatican II hymn by Sr. Suzanne Toolan. (It’s #335 in the 1982 Episcopal Church 
hymnal.) One of the mainstays of Roman Catholic Masses in my youth - and now, 
sadly, at the funerals of relatives and friends - this simple song did more to open up 
for me the love of Jesus than years of formal religious instruction. I know the saving 
love of Christ today thanks to all those years of singing “I am the bread of life, he who 
comes to me shall not hunger…” Lex orandi, lex credendi. 

 And then there’s the reading from Acts in which Luke recounts the painful last 
moments of Stephen’s life. As so many martyrs after him will do, Stephen’s dying act 
is to follow Christ’s example of invoking the Lord’s love and forgiveness. As he dies, 
the lights go down on the scene, leaving a spotlight on a violent young man, 
executioners’ coats at his feet. Instead of “I am the bread of life,” we  hear, “And Saul 
approved of their killing him.” (Acts 8:1a) 

 I’m not sure there’s any grand spiritual sausage-making going on in the 
juxtaposition of these seemingly discordant readings. They are just the next ones in 
sequence as the daily Eucharist lectionary makes its way through Acts and John. I 
was tempted to leave the story of Stephen for another day and spend the next few 
minutes resting in the life-affirming message of John’s gospel. But the tangle of 
motives, emotions and violence of Acts cannot be set aside. Because midwifing the 
reign of God is messy business. 

 It begins with Stephen’s assignment. The nascent Christian community has a 
very earthly problem of resource misallocation based on favoritism. Some widows 
are going hungry. Seven ministers from the aggrieved group, Stephen, Philip and five 
others, are selected and assigned the job of sorting it. Stephen is an outstanding 
minister, “full of grace and power.” (Acts 6:8a) But somehow, he manages to offend 
some other Jewish groups not associated with his Christian sect, and gets put on the 
hot seat before the leadership of the whole Jewish enterprise. The Jewish C-suite are 
already dealing with this rogue Christian headache, and not happy to have yet one 
more problem on their hands. 

 Does any of this sound familiar? You offer your considerable talents in service 
to the church or other worthwhile endeavor. You bring your highest values, 
experience and wisdom to a challenging job. You think you’re making progress. Then 
somehow, through some faux pas, unknown powerful agendas over which you have 
no control, or gosh knows what, you’re suddenly in the hot seat, befuddled over how 
the heck you ended up there. 

 On his hot seat, Stephen does something odd. He lights the match. What 
compelled him to speak truth to power so untactfully? Was he caught up in the 
passion of the moment? Is Luke holding him up as a model of courage and 
conviction for a young Church facing rejection and persecution on multiple fronts? 
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Did Stephen’s imitatio Christi at his stoning somehow plant the spiritual seeds for 
Saul’s conversion? Why did Stephen die while Acts appears to account his colleague 
Philip a living success? Are Luke and the Holy Spirit inviting us to wrestle with our 
own prophetic voices, our own commitment to Christ? Just how much of myself am I 
willing to sacrifice for the reign of God? 

 Stephen’s story invites so many questions. And few answers. Well, truth is, I 
have some hunches. You may have your own, likely different from mine. Which will 
make a great bible study some other time. The point is, as evangelists for the Good 
News of Jesus Christ, we will all end up on the hot seat eventually, and maybe 
frequently. And we probably won’t quite know why. Because midwifing the reign of 
God is messy business. 

 Acts reports that Stephen “did great wonders and signs among the people.” (Acts 
6:8b). I suppose that among other things, he delivered the bread. But wonders and 
signs - works if you will - have their limit. Jesus knew this. The crowds hungry for 
their next meal asked him: “What sign are you going to give us then, so that we may see it 
and believe you? What work are you performing?” (John 6:30) Instead of another sign, 
Jesus offered himself, the bread of life, an audacious act of solidarity and love meant 
to feed us forever. 

 This is Christ’s lesson for we evangelists on the hot seat. Continue doing great 
wonders and signs. Feed the hungry. Clothe the naked. Fight to right injustice in the 
earthly city. But mostly, everywhere and always, bring the bread of life. Be the bread 
of life. Join in solidarity with the sacred other. Let others be your daily bread. 
Dissolve the boundaries that keep some in the center of privilege and others isolated 
on the margins. Love and be loved. 

 Because midwifing the reign of God is messy business. And when we find 
ourselves on that hot seat, confounded and confused, may God grant us Stephen’s 
final wisdom to remember that the best answer, the only necessary answer, is love.
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