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In my first parish, there was a “chapel of ease”:  St. Stephen’s Arkona.  It was a lovely, 
simple church.  There was no running water, no parish hall, no “facilities” as it were. 
Located in the village of Arkona, which was essentially a cross roads with a four-way 
stop, a gas station/convenience store and a post office.   
 
St. Stephen’s, Arkona had coloured glass leaded windows in the nave, an eastward 
facing altar and above the altar, in rather lurid detail, was the depiction of the stoning of 
Stephen.  I would always be somewhat bemused on the two times a year I would 
preside at the Eucharist to look up from my position at the altar to look at the kneeling 
figure of Stephen, hands clasped in prayer, with a vision of Jesus standing above in the 
heavens, Saul of Tarsus in in the background, and one of the crowd standing over 
Stephen with his arms raised, clasping a heavy rock in both hands, ready to strike. 
 
The Stephen we see in today’s passage from Acts is the one who died in the stoning pit 
with Saul of Tarsus looking on.  Stephen, who may well have been the first Christian 
martyr – the first witness unto death, for Jesus. 
 
Leading up to the passage today, Stephen has been accused by the God fearing folk of 
the day brought echoing with remarkable similarity the charges their fellow faithful had 
brought against Jesus, and in much the same fashion.   
They stood him up before the council and went down their list: disrespect of holy places; 
disrespect of holy laws; disrespect of holy customs passed down from generation to 
generation. 
 
Once they had finished, there was a moment of exquisite silence, according to Luke, in 
which all the council member sat looking at Stephen, and saw that his face was like the 
face of an angel.  Then Stephen lit in to his accusers with a zeal that was not at all 
helpful to his predicament.   In his defense he recited the story of salvation – beginning 
with Abraham and ending with Jesus, and then accused his accusers of opposing the 

Holy Spirit and killing the prophets sent by God. And then he said: "Look," he said, "I 

see the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of 

God!" 
 
Before the council could utter so much as a word to question or condemn him,  
the angry mob dragged him out of the city and threw rocks at him until he died.  (Not 
such a great passage for Mother’s Day…) 
 
We heard today the story of Stephen, but there are others.  There are plenty of other 
stories throughout the ages about people who have lived and died for what they believe.  
More importantly, there are plenty of stories about people who have lived and died for 
the love, the unconditional and the threatening and powerful love that Jesus has for the 
world.   
 



The 2010 film “Of Gods and Men” is based on the true story of the nine French Trappist 
monks of the monastery in Tibhirine who lived in peaceful coexistence and harmony 
with the largely Muslim population of Algeria during the 1990s.  There story was 
remembered this week in the Roman Catholic church.  In March of 1996, during the 
Algerian Civil War, seven of the monks were kidnapped by 20 armed members of the 
Armed Islamic Group GIA, and held captive as a bargaining tool for the release of one 
of their leaders arrested three years earlier.  They were held for two months and then 
executed in May. 
 
The circumstances of their kidnapping and killing remains controversial, but at the end 
of the day, the monks died because they refused to flee the monastery despite the 
increasing danger, despite the warnings from the French and Algerian authorities, 
maintaining that it was their calling to remain in peaceful co-existence and service with 
their Muslim brothers and sisters in need.   
 
Not everyone is called to be a martyr.  Most of us try pretty hard to make sure we don’t 
end up as one.  And I’m pretty sure God does not really wish it for anyone.  But, in these 
Great Fifty Days of Easter, when we, as followers of Jesus in this time and in this place 
are called to remember what it means to be an Easter People, it is important to recall 
the stories of some of the faithful who believed being an Easter People meant putting 
something else ahead of their own safety.   
 
Being faithful to the Gospel of Christ – the Gospel of love, acceptance, compassion and 
mercy – is our call.  It’s the church’s call.  It can be a costly call.  Will we pay for it with 
our lives?  Maybe.  Maybe not.  But proclaiming that Gospel of Christ, standing up 
against injustice, demanding dignity for people, may well make some of the religious 
and secular authorities of our day very nervous. And while they may not throw rocks at 
us, they just might do what they can to supress us.  
 
Those responsible for the deaths of martyrs of the Good News have found out over and 
over again, throughout the centuries  that the more they try to kill the evangelists, the 
more the Gospel spread.  It went from Stephen just outside of Jerusalem, down the 
ages, across the seas, to here.  The Gospel has spread.  And we are sustained by their 
stories; the stories of their inordinate love of God, and the story of the inordinate love of 
Jesus for us.  


