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There is trouble in Jerusalem. The 12 apostles running the church in the decades after Jesus have discovered that cannot do it all. They have two basic jobs – first, to preach the word, which means leading worship and educating the people of God, and second, to care for the poor, which means meeting the material needs of the most vulnerable among them.

The first century church in Jerusalem is growing so fast that the sheer size of their role has grown so much that it has outpaced the apostles’ capacity to fulfill it. There are, for instance, those widows. Some of the widows in the churches around Jerusalem have complained about not getting their portion of the food distributed among the followers of Jesus. To make matters worse, the hungry widows are foreigners, from Greek-speaking lands to the east.  

For the women it is a double whammy: no men to provide for them and no family system to step in and offer help. But the Jesus crowd has promised to meet both their spiritual and material needs. It is not happening, so the widows and their supporters are bold: they take the apostles to task for abandoning them. 

The leaders of the church are in a bind. “It is not right,” the apostles declare, “that we should neglect the word of God in order to wait on tables.” 

The word in Greek is diakoneo, from where we get the term deacon. It means exactly what the apostles say: waiting on tables. Up to this point the apostles have been leading worship and then serving food to the hungry after church and during the week. Waiting tables for God. But they cannot keep up, and now the Greek widows are not getting their share of the food; something has to give.

It is the first recorded crisis in the church: the neediest have nothing to eat. Those who follow Jesus have committed themselves to hold their resources in common so that no one among them would lack material needs. It is a nice principle. It sounds good on paper, but when the community gets too large or too diverse, it is not practical. 

The first problem of the early church is not exactly what we in the 21st century might expect. It is not how to gain new members, or how to meet the budget, or how to run the nursery and church school, or what music to choose for worship, or how to resolve some controversial theological point. It is much simpler than that – and much more indicative of what it means to live faithfully: Who will wait on the tables of the poor?

Brian McLaren spoke last Thursday at the Westminster Town Hall Forum. McLaren is the best-known voice of what is called today the “emergent church.” McLaren spoke of a church emerging from the clutches of fundamentalism, a church beginning to understand that the gospel compels us to love God and to love neighbor above all else, a church starting to live in such a way that God’s good news is good news for everyone, not only those who believe as Christians do. McLaren called it “a new kind of Christianity”; I found myself thinking that there was not much especially novel about it.

But there is something new emerging among us in the churches that long ago came to the conclusions that are new for McLaren and others. We see it in a new openness in worship and music in the historic churches, a willingness to let go of old ecclesial structures, and an emerging understanding that our faith is as much about personal transformation as it is about social justice.

What we see in the Book of Acts is the original emergent church – the Christian community that slowly emerges from first-century Judaism and begins to understand itself as a new movement of faith, based on the person of Jesus. In these few verses we witness the birth of what eventually becomes the church – and it happens at a table full of poor women waiting to eat.

In the response of those early Christians to the problems in their young church we see three imperatives, three mandates for the body of Christ that apply equally to how we do church in our time:

The first imperative is to share power. When the apostles are willing to relinquish part of what gives them higher standing among the people and greater authority in religious matters the believers begin to act like church. Frankly, one of the challenges the Christian church faces in our time is the need to shrink the distance between leaders – especially the clergy – and individual followers of Jesus. 

McLaren spoke of this need in his conservative, evangelical world, but the same applies to our tradition, as well. We have settled into patterns in the church that tend to rely on the “professional Christians” among us – and you are looking at them up here in their black robes! 

The church belongs to the people, not to the priests.

Everyone who follows Jesus is a minister of the gospel. Can we not recover the Reformation principle of the priesthood of all believers? To do that, those in authority will need to learn to share power – and that is exactly what happens when the first-century apostles decide that they need help. They give up a piece of their ecclesial authority and part of their churchly function when they ask the people to choose deacons to take on the task of waiting tables for God. 

The church of the future belongs to those who share power.

The second imperative is to concern yourself first with those who are the most vulnerable, to put their welfare above that of the church itself and above your own. The apostles in Jerusalem are well aware of the old prophetic injunction to care for widows, orphans, and resident aliens. They immediately see the problem when the widows call it to their attention. They rightly conclude that they cannot be the church of Jesus Christ if the widows are not fed.  

They just as easily could have seen the criticism as being hostile to their leadership. They could have locked the doors and battened the hatches. They could have issued a statement decrying unwarranted attacks on the church, and quietly moved out the troublesome widows. 

Every time the church today acts as if ecclesial rules and church power are more important than serving the poor or vulnerable, it forgets that Jesus said he “came not to be served, but to serve.” Every time the church chooses to hold a theological position that denies the full humanity of some of the children of God, it rejects the teaching of Jesus, who came that all might “have life, and have it in abundance.” Every time the church decides that protecting its place or property is more important than meeting the needs of the “least among us,” it refuses to see Jesus in the eyes of those who are hungry, or thirsty, or in prison, or sick.

The first thing we learn about the church from those long-ago apostles is to share power. The second is to care for the most vulnerable. 

The third imperative is to be willing to change. This may be the most challenging of the three mandates for the church of today.

The apostles developed ways of doing church in those early years. They had come to an established way of getting things done, of making decisions, of running the church. But circumstances change – and, by the grace of God, the apostles are willing to change, too. “New occasions teach new duties,” the old hymn reminds us, and the apostles live by that advice. They know the way things had always been done will no longer work. They call together other leaders in the church to talk about how to move into the future in new ways. 

The seven deadliest words in the church are, “We’ve never done it that way before.” People who think their churches never change are either not paying attention or are watching their church die. Ask someone who united with this church fifty years ago about the changes that we have undergone over the last half century and you will get quite a list. In today’s fast-changing world, only those churches able to demonstrate agility in responding to the world emerging around us will last the next fifty years. Westminster intends to be here then – which means staying open to new ways of being church and doing church today, in order that there might be a church tomorrow.

The apostles in old Jerusalem do not throw out everything and start over; instead, they pause and reflect, and then show flexibility as they retool their internal structure to include new leaders. They create the office of deacon, select seven to serve in that role, lay hands on them, and ordain them to their new call. 

The church, we learn in Acts, grows because – among other things – of its willingness to change.

Today in worship we will baptize, which is something done in all Christian denominations, and then we will do something that is uniquely Presbyterian. No other Christian tradition elects leaders from the congregation, prepares them for ministry, and then ordains them to church office on a par with seminary-trained pastors. 

Some are called to preach and teach and celebrate communion and baptism; we ordain them as ministers of word and sacrament. Others are called to govern the life of the local congregation; we ordain them as elders. Others are called to serve the poor, offer sympathy, and show hospitality; we ordain them as deacons.

But we did not invent this practice. The Book of Acts tells the story of the call of the first deacons to the ministry of waiting tables for God. Today we echo that call to those elected to serve as elders and deacons among us. 

Back then it was a costly call; Stephen became not only the first deacon of the church, he also became the first martyr. We trust that same fate does not await any of you being ordained today – but we do hope you take seriously the call to serve among us. 

The future of the faith depends on it.

Thanks be to God. 

Amen.

“Waiting Tables for God”
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