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Saying Yes and Saying No

Acts 6:1-7

Woody Allen, in his movie Love and Death, said, “If God would only speak to me – just once.  If he would only cough.  If I could just see a miracle.  If I could see a burning bush or the seas part.  Or my Uncle Sasha pick up the check.”

God is speaking all the time.  In fact, without God’s speech we would not be alive right now.  But how do we become aware of it, stay connected to that life-giving voice, live out of God’s Word?

Luke answers this question quite thoroughly in his two volumes: the gospel account of Jesus, the clearest word of God we will ever have, and in Acts, the on-going ministry of Jesus in and through the church.

Acts 6:1-7

Tyranny of the Urgent – have you heard of that book?  Intervarsity Press published that classic little essay by Charles Hummel way back in 1967 – and its message only gets more and more compelling with each passing year.  The issue, Hummel said, is not so much a shortage of time as a problem of priorities.  Or, as a manager once told him, “Your greatest danger is letting the urgent things crowd out the important.”

Time management consultant, R. Alec Mackenzie, puts it this way: "Urgency engulfs the manager; yet the most urgent task is not always the most important. The tyranny of the urgent lies in its distortion of priorities. One of the measures of a manager is the ability to distinguish the important from the urgent, to refuse to be tyrannized by the urgent, to refuse to manage by crisis.”

The Apostles’ had an urgent crisis on their hands.  On the one hand it was a good problem because it was caused by growth.  As we were told in Acts 5:14, “More than ever believers were added to the Lord, great numbers of both men and women.”  That’s a good problem.

But it was tough on the twelve Apostles because their practice as a community was to sell their possessions and bring the proceeds to the Apostles and then they distributed them “as any had need” (Acts 2:44f, 4:32ff).  A huge responsibility that was getting huger all the time.  They couldn’t keep up with it all, and some of the widows from the minority ethnic group (the Hellenists or Grecian Jews) were getting left out.  

This was serious for several reasons.  First of all, they were widows with no livelihood.  They weren’t allowed to work and if they did not have a man to provide for them and the faith community didn’t provide for them, they went hungry.  Widows were among the poorest of the poor in that culture, along with orphans, and taking care of them was always a top priority with God.

Secondly, there was prejudice going on here.  The mainstream Jews who were from Jerusalem, called the Hebrews, were getting priority attention in the daily distribution.  You didn’t see any of their widows going hungry.  You can tell that the tension between the two groups is growing.

On top of all that, these Apostles knew that Jesus came to serve, not to be served.  He was the quintessential servant, and he made it clear that if you wanted to follow him you would be a servant too.  Feeding these widows was holy work, an important part of following Jesus.

But if the Apostles spent the time needed to solve this crisis that meant they would spend less time feeding them the word and staying connected to God in prayer.  There was only so much of them to go around.  What should they do?

Tyranny of the urgent.  Is it too extreme to say that the decision the Apostles made at this juncture impacted the future of the church?  No, it’s not.  The decision they made was absolutely pivotal for the church – not because this was when they first gave us our church organizational flow chart and a job description for the deacons ministry – but because they put first things first.  They had this clear sense of their priorities and didn’t let themselves get derailed from what was most important.

We have a problem with prioritizing in our lives.  Maybe it’s because we have too many good choices and we want to do it all, or we think we are supposed to do it all.  Maybe it’s because we have one urgent crisis after another demanding our full attention right now.  Whatever the reason, one thing is clear: what usually gets neglected again and again is the word of God and prayer.

Eugene Peterson wrote a profound book for pastors back in 1987 titled Working the Angles.  He wrote it because pastors too easily get hijacked from their primary calling of listening to God through prayer and scripture and spiritual direction.  Why is that?  Because nobody is asking them, “Hey, did you pray today?  Did you spend time in the word?  Are you listening to the leading of God’s Spirit?”  

No, pastors get asked about the right-now-needs.  “When will we get an elevator?  When will construction start on the building?  What will happen with the budget next year and hiring a youth director?  What are we doing with our deacons ministry?”  These are some of our pressing issues right now, and they are not to be minimized.  They matter greatly to the effectiveness of our ministry.  

But what about how well we are listening to the Word and prayer?  I don’t think anyone has ever asked me if I am neglecting the word of God and prayer or paying attention to the movement of God’s Spirit.  I don’t think we ask each other that either, which is too bad because the tyranny of the urgent regularly threatens our very connectedness to the Word of life.

Jesus said, “I am the vine and you are the branches… Abide in me as I abide in you.  Just as the branch cannot bear fruit by itself unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me” (Jn. 15:1, 4).  The ministries of the church are important, but they are the fruit that flows from abiding in Christ and Christ abiding in us.  That abiding doesn’t happen without daily conversation with God, being attentive to God’s Word in prayer every day – not just pastors and apostles but the whole community of believers.

Who did they select to care for the poor and needy?  Seven Greek Jews “full of the Holy Spirit and wisdom.”  In other words, they were abiding in Christ and Christ’s Spirit was abiding in them.  They were “devoted to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers” (2:42).  They tended to their connectedness to the vine, and the fruit of their ministry flowed from that connection.  

How is that connection going in our lives?  How important is it in your daily routine, in your family, in our church?  Because keeping first things first has everything to do with the future of this church too.

There was a young man hired by a state highway department years ago.  His first job was to paint white lines down the center of a highway because the automatic equipment was temporarily out of order.  The highway department superintendent took him out to the place on the highway where he was to begin.  Setting down the can of paint, he said, “Start painting the white lines here.”

The first day the young man painted eight miles of the white line.  The second day he painted four miles, the third day two miles, and the fourth day only one mile.  The highway superintendent was confused as to why his productivity continued to decrease daily.  He called the young man into his office and asked, “Why are you painting less and less each day?”  The young man responded, “I’m getting less and less done because the paint can is getting further and further away.”

The further we are from the Source, the less we will accomplish as God’s people.
  

The apostles told the community: “for our part, we will devote ourselves to prayer and to serving the word,” and they let the community select seven Spirit-filled leaders to cover the rest.  And what did they do next?  They prayed and laid their hands on them.  All of this was their way of making sure they stayed closely connected to the Source, because “apart from him we can do nothing.”  In him, we can do all things.

How many of you have been ordained as a deacon or an elder or a minister of word and sacrament in this church or in another church, and you had the leaders of your church lay hands on you and pray for you, commissioning you into leadership?  If you were ordained in a Presbyterian Church you were asked nine questions, and the first in order of importance:

Do you trust in Jesus Christ your Savior, acknowledge him Lord of all and Head of the Church, and through him believe in one God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit?
Do you accept the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments to be, by the Holy Spirit, the unique and authoritative witness to Jesus Christ in the Church universal, and God’s Word to you?

First questions: Do you trust in Jesus Christ and will you listen to God’s Word to you in scripture?  In other words, the first priority in your ministry was to be the same priority we see in our passage: connectedness to Christ the vine.  And your ministry would flow from that.  How is that going for you?  

How many of you had your children baptized in worship, maybe right here at this baptismal font?  You took vows.  Do you remember them?  “Do you trust in Jesus Christ, as your Lord and Savior?  Do you intend to be his disciple, to obey his word and to show his love?”  Before you promised to raise your children in the faith, you promised to stay close to the Source yourself.  How is that going for you?

This day of hosting our two special guests, inviting them to speak to us about what scripture says about homosexuality – why are we doing this?  Because we know we won’t get anywhere in this conflict unless we devote ourselves to listening well to the Word of God and prayer.

“If God would just speak to me.”  God has spoken, fully and completely in Jesus Christ, and God still does, especially through the unique and authoritative witness of scripture.  But are we listening?  The tyranny of the urgent continues to pull us away every day.  And don’t be deceived; the choices we make today will impact the future of this church.
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