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Text: Acts6:1-7; 11:19-26

Y ou look so dif fer ent from here. Y ou look so vast and
your faceslook so small. Thisisnot ausual con gre gation.
Thisisonly thesecond General Confer encel haveat tended,
so | am anov ice com pared to many of you. Thisisalso my
first and prob ably my only op por tu nity to speak at Gen eral
Con fer ence, so while | have the floor | will not giveit up. |
have also bad news for you, my wife was supposed to be
here. Her nameis Ruth, but she has not been ableto come be-
cause of visaprob lemsinthePhil ip pines. You Ameri cans
areter ri blewhenit comestovi sasfor Fil i pi nos. Andsoto
day | cometo you asaRuth-lesshishop. Well, wedon’t have
all day.

For the past week we have been con centrat ing on unity.
Thetheme of our con fer enceis, “Wewho are many are one
body.” Andwehaveused the Ephesiantext, especially chap
ter 4, for thereisso muchfo cusonunity. Probablyitisgood
for us to remember Chapter 4:4-6 all the time, for the
seven-fold unity of the church isem phasized. Thereisone
body, one Lord, one Spirit, one hope, one Lord, one faith,
one baptism, and finaly one God who is Lord of all and
aboveall and through all and in all.

Now, wewould have wished that all thisunity isal ways
present and visi bleinthe church. That would be heaven for
us. But asyou Amer i canswould say, “Itain’t so.” Thereare
crisis situations that threaten, undermine, but hopefully,
strengthen thisunity. Now oneof thesecri sissit uationsisin
chap ter 6 of the Book of Acts, whichisour text for themorn
ing. Inthispar tic ular case, the prob lem was not earth shak-
ing; itwasnotaproblemof her esy ortheol ogy orimmoral ity
inthechurch. Theproblemwassim ply dry, or di nary. It was
the prob lem of food. Some of the women in the church were
being neglectedinthedistri bution of food.

Now, aswelook at this prob lem, though, | have the sus
pi cionthat theproblem of food issim ply afagadefor deeper
problems. Firstof al, thepeopleneglectedinthedistri bution
of food werewomen. And youwomenintheaudi ence, inthe
congregation,intheGeneral Conference, would see this as
an ex am pleof vi olenceagainst women, and rightly so.

Thereis, how ever, amuch deeper prob lem: namely, the
relationship between two groups in the church. Sure, the
church started as a Jew ish move ment, and even at thistime
all the mem bers of the church were Jews. But now we are
told there are two groups of Jews, one group being He-
brew-ori entedintermsof |languageand cul ture, and theother
group being Greek-oriented in terms of language and cul-
ture, and the Hebrew groupisthedomi nant group. Af ter all,
they were the lead ers of the church, and the Greek-ori ented

group felt discrim i nated against. They were not part of the
lead er ship, andthey werenot part of thedeci sion-making.

So, here was the situation: apossi blecri siswithinthe
churchthat could cost the church problemsinitsmissionand
ministry totheworld. Now comethe 12 apostleswho arethe
lead ers of the com mu nity of faith, and they are con fronted
withacri sissituationwhichneedscri sismanagement. What
shouldthelead ersof thechurchdointhiskind of asituation?
First of al, weneed to pay at ten tion to what they could have
done but did not do. They could have ig nored the prob lem
sim ply asunim por tant and as sour grapes by asmall group
within the com mu nity of faith. Wein Asiausethismethod a
lot; wecall it “thegraceof time.” If youwait long enough, the
problemwill goaway and will befor gotten. Theproblemis,
itdoesn’t go away.

Or the apostlescould have solved the probleminahi er
archical and dogmatic way by issuing a decree or a pro-
nounce ment by tell ing the con gregation, “ Thisiswhat you
must do.” Asabishopinthechurch, | receivesomany letters
from mem bers of the church, and I’ m sure the other bish ops
receivetheselet tersaswell. Theselet tersareurging, prod
ding, even commanding bishops to come out with pro-
nouncements, author i tativedecreesontheir stand onissues
that arecon sid ered aslifeand deathissuesinthechurch. And
if wecanonlyissuethosedecrees, ev ery thingwill besolved.
Well, theapostlesdidnotissueadecree, sowhy shouldwe?

Or, theapostlescould haveformed atask force or acom
mit teeto talk about the prob lem—headed by one of them, of
course—to talk about the prob lem and solve the prob lem to
thesat isfaction of all. Thiswould bethe United Meth od ist
way of solv ingit.

Now let us note what the apos tles did. First of all, they
reex aminedtheir pri or i ties. Confrontedwith acri sisinthe
church, they cameto agreater aware nessof their maintask as
lead ersof thechurchwithinthecommunity. L ook at verses2
and 4. “We should not give up preach ing God’ smes sagein
or der to serve at ta bles. We can spend the time pray ing and
servingGodby preaching.” They consid eredtheir maintask
to be the proclamation of the gospel. They were spiritual
leaders. Confrontedwithacri sisthey reexaminedtheir pri or
ities.

Andyou say our church, TheUnited Meth odist Church,
isincri sis?Well then, if itisincri sislet usex amineour pri or
i ties. Letusnot a low any cri sistounder mineour ef fortsto
befaith ful to our main task and mission asachurch. Let us
never major in mi nors.
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Sec ondly, the apostles called ameet ing, not sim ply of
the ag grieved party, but all of the ac cused party, but of the
whole congregation, the whole community of faith was
calledtomeeting. Thisisprobably thefirst congregational
meeting of Christians. Here we have democracy a work
withinthechurch. Herewasan asser tion of theim por tance of
thegrassroots, theim por tanceof theor di nary members, the
im por tance of lay peo plewithinthe church.

Thechurch, af ter all, isalay movement. Thisisan asser
tion of the im por tance of the pew and those who sit in the
pewsand, who, intheir ownway, sup port thework of thelo
cal churches and beyond, and without whom the church
could never ex st or sur vive.

Third, the apostlesis sued asug gestion to the com mu-
nity. The Greek word used hereis*“lo gos,” word, which say-
ing utterance, but in this case sim ply means a suggestion.
The apostlesdid not say “ Thisiswhat you should do.” The
apostlessaid“Wesug gest thisfor your consider ation.” And
the suggestions of the apostles we are told in verse five
“pleased ev ery one.” And they de cided to put it into ef fect
and they elected seven men as the lead ers of this new com-
munity.

Now let uslook at what the...let uslook at the so lu tion
for awhile. Therearetwo unfor tu natethingsabout thisso I
tion. First, itisrather un for tu nate that all seven lead ers se-
lected were men. Would it have been good if one of them was
awoman?Itwould havebeenthebeginningof thesolutionto
the prob lem of the proper place of women within the church,
in this early stage of the church. Would you have
wished—sometimes | do—that the first Christian martyr
was hot aman named Ste phen but awoman named Steph a
nie? That would have been great.

Secondly, it is unfortunate that scholarship has taken
this pas sage asthe be gin ning of the Or der of Deaconinthe
church and that the seven men se lected were the first dea-
cons. Some 35yearsagowhen| wrotemy disser tationonthis
topic, I, too, ad vo cated thispo si tion. | confesstoyou | was
wrong. The seven were not clergy. The seven werelay. They
were lay mem bers of the church who, asthe text says, were
“full of the Spirit and of wisdom.” Thereisal waysneed for
dedi cated and ed u cated laity aslead ersof thechurch.

Now, what is the signif i canceof ser vant?Beforethis
timewehave heard of 12 or 72. Thenum ber 12 standsor de-
pictsatradi tional Jew ish ap proach. Itisanum ber that was
ap propri atewhen Christiancom mu nity waspri mar ily Jew
ish, tradi tional Jew ish. But when the church beganto move
beyond the bound aries of tradi tional Ju daism, it needed a
new struc ture. And, therefore, the num ber seven standsfor
the new ap proach within the com mu nity of faith. Itisarec-
0g ni tion that the Christian move ment could not sim ply re-
mainwithinthecontext of onecul tureand onelan guage. By
thevery natureof themessagethatit proclaims, theChristian
commu nity hadtorecognizeandacceptdi ver sity andinclu
sivenessasvi tal partsof itsnature.

Have we for got ten, per haps, “Go into all theworld?”’
For God loves the world so much. The gos pel was not in-
tended for only one group of peo plebut for all peo ples. And
the Christian com mu nity formed out of that proclamation of
thegospel mustreflectthedi ver sity and inclusivenessthatis
de manded by the gos pel mes sage. Let us also note that all
sevenwere Greek-speak ing membersof thecommunity. Not
one of them came from the Hebrew group. They all came
fromtheaggrieved party. Thisisvery obvi ousinthefact that
all seven had Greek names. This development was, of
course, agreat sac ri ficefor the He brew group. But you see,
all of themwerecom mit tedto solv ingaprob lemthat could
un der mine the mis sion of the church and itswit nessto the
world. And sothisdesirefor ef fectivenessinmissionledthe
accused party toconsider sacri ficingthemselvesfor thesake
of the greater good.

A further ob ser vation: thesolutionled, of course, torep
resentativedemocracy. Obviously itwasnot possi bleforthe
whole Christian commu nity to bemak ing deci sionsall the
time. So instead of dealing directly with the problem, the
community wasgiventhetask of electingitsownrepresenta
tives.

Therearesomany impli cationsof thisshort passagefor
me, for you and for thewhol e church aswe con sider the chal-
lengesthat be set usin thisday and age and even dur ing this
General Confer ence. For in stance, how do you deal with di-
versity within the community of faith? Often diversity is
used to definewhoisin and whoisout. Butin Acts, thefaith
community saw di ver sity asanel ementthatwouldenrichthe
believers, enrichthefel low ship, and asatool for missionand
evan gelism that opens up the church to more and more peo-
ple with diverse languages, cultures, and eventually, and
eventually, inevitably, diverse interpretations of the same
gospel messageanditsappli cationtoindi vidualsandtosock
etyingeneral.

Thechurch could havebecomemonolithic, youknow, it
could have be comeafel low ship of onelan guage. Thenwe
would be read ing and speak ing He brew in much the same
way that our Islamic brothers are reading and speaking
Arabic. There would not have been any room for the Greek
New Testament. Thanks to the apostles and to the early
church, this did not hap pen. In stead of af firming only one
language, wecan now af firm many languagesand, infact, af-
firm all 1an guages of the world.

Languageisim por tant, not asaway of domi nating pec
ple, but asanin strument of proclamation of thegospel of Je-
sus Christ. We should rejoice! We should rejoicethat at this
General Conferencethedel egates, your del egatesrepresent
SO many lan guages, so many lan guage groups, and your ac-
tionto providead equatetranslationfor all peo plesherehas
affirmed both the im por tance of lan guage and theim por-
tanceof ev ery del egateinthisGeneral Confer ence.

| worked for theUnited Bi ble So ci etiesfor 26 yearsasa
translation consul tant, and our ex peri enceinBi bletransla
tionis, that when ever theBi bleistranslatedin onelanguage,
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any language, that language gains honor and prestige be-
causeitbecomesanappropri ateinstrumentfortheproclama
tion of the gos pel. And peo ple be gin to take pride in their
own lan guage.

Today, theBi bleistranslatedintoover 2,200 lan guages.
Canyou imag inethat 2,200 groups of peo plecanlisten and
canread the gos pel messagein their own heart lan guageand
areabletounder stand thegospel message?Not assomething
strange or for eign, but assomething that really be comesin
car nate in their midst.

The church could have be come mono lithic in terms of
cul ture, but thanksto Acts6, wecannow af firmall cul tures.
Cul tureisim por tant, not asaway of domi nating peo plebut
asan ef fectiveinstrumentinthe proclamation of thegospel
messageinsuchaway that it beginsto af fect peo ple’slives;
touch them where they are, asthey are, with out wait ing for
them to be come some thing else. Y ou see, the church could
havebeenauthoritarianandhi erar chi cal initsleader ship, but
thanks to Acts 6, we now can see what happens when the
lead ers of the church trust the Christian com mu nity.

Subsequent events as reported in the Book of Acts
proved that development; in Acts 6 were right on target.
When per secution came, asin Acts 11, it wasthe Greek-ori-
ented Jews who were per se cuted. One of their lead ers was
stonedtodeath. The Greek-speak ing Jewsweredispersed. In
Acts 11, we see them not in Jeru salembutin Antioch, the
cen ter of the church, when it be gan to move into the Greek
and Roman worlds and to be confronted with diversity of
greater inten sity and to facethe chal lenges of 1an guage and
cul ture.

But thechurch haslearneditslesson and learned it well.
Or hasit?Thegospel messageisnot threat ened by di ver sity.
In stead, it isen riched. It ismade morerel e vant and it be-
comesmoreef fective. Listenmy friends, thisdesire, thisten
dency, to be come mono lithic isatemp tation in the church
that co mes back again and again and again. We're al for
unity, and unity isinter preted asuni for mity, doingthingsthe
sameway, say ing thingsthe sameway, believ ing thingsin
thesameway. Thisisunity by groaning. Oneof thegreat est
fears | had in becoming a bishop—boy, | had a lot of
fears—but one of the great est fears of be ing elected bishop
wasthis pre con ceived ideathat | had (I don’t know wherel
got it) was apre con ceived ideal had that all these bish ops
cometomeetingsintheir clerical vestandclerical col lars, al
look ing the same. | am glad | waswrong, for even atieisun
comfort ablefor me.

Do you ever think that the bishops of the church are
united inamono lithic, uni formway? Let metell you some-
thing that you al ready know about your bish ops. Thereisdi-
ver sity innational ity. Thereare bish opsfrom Af rica, from
Eu rope, from the Phil ip pines, from Puerto Rico, from the
United States, and even from Texas.

Thereisdi ver sityingender, well, alittle, becausethere
areonly sevenwomen inthecouncil. But let metell you, the
seven women can outdo all of us men. Thereisdi versityin

height. Bishop Looney isthetall est at 6'6". Some of usare
not even fivefeet. Thereisdi ver sity inweight. I’ m not nam
ing names here. | might lose some friends. More seri ously,
though, thereisdi ver sity inour per ception of thegospel mes
sage and how thisim pacts the church and its mis sion to the
world. Butthat doesn’t mat ter. Despiteall thisdi ver sity and
becauseof thisdi ver sity thereisonethingthat wearesureof.
Webish opslovethechurch. Welovethechurch, asl am sure
youdo. Andwetrust the Christiancommunity. Wetrust you,
as| am sure you trust us. So to bor row an ex pres sion from
Bishop Nacpil inthemagnif i cent Episcopal Address,“Will
younow joinyour bishopsincel ebratingour di ver sity andin
affirming our love, commitment, and dedi cationto Christ
and his church?”’

| think we havealot tolearnfrom Acts6. The Christian
com mu nity showed so muchwisdominwhat they did. They
gave usabeauti ful, won der ful model for our life and work
to gether. So some how we would wish that Acts 6 would be
the end of the story. But we go, we read on; we get to Acts 9,
and Ananias does n’t want to go to Saul. And we get to Acts
15, and the peo plein Jeru salem, themother church, arenow
spread ing the news that non-Jews, Gentiles, should be cir-
cumcised before they can become Christians. That means
that they have to be come Jews be fore they have to be come
Christians. It does seem to me that con ver sion hastwo as-
pects, andwehavefor gottenthesecond one. Conver sionhas
aver ti cal aspect: by God’ s grace, God ac cepts us. But the
hor i zontal aspect isbe cause God ac ceptsus, weac cept one
an other. And Ananias, to betruly con verted, hasto be con
vertedto Christ and convertedto Saul. Of tenour conver sion
leads us away from people rather than towards people.
Sometimes our con ver sion sets us apart from peo ple rather
than mak ing usapart of peo ple. Sometimesour conver sion
leadsustoaposi tionof ex clusionrather thanaposi tionof in
clusion.

But aren't we glad that the model in Acts 6, trumphed
againin Acts 15, thelead er ship of the church did not a low
thecommu nity of faith to go back to astance, thepo si tion of
exclusivism, butinsteademphasizedaposi tionof inclusion?
Thereisroomfor di ver sity. Thereisroomfor dif fer encesas
long as we hold on to the cen ter of our faith, namely, Je sus
Christ our Lord. And, some how, | would wish with you that
our churchwouldtruly becomeinclusive: that somehow all
signsand symbolsand ex pressionsof ex clusionwouldbere
moved from both our words and our ac tions so that we can
truly dem on strate God’ slovefor usand our lovefor one an-
other and our love for all peo plesand our love for all cre-
ation. To paraphrase apop u lar Grey hound Busblurb, itis
suchacomfortfor ustoloveandleavethejudgingto God.

Andasl look at you now, you aretheful fill ment, there-
alization of this dream, this vision of unity and diver
sity—different colors, different attires, different
nationalities,dif ferentlanguages, dif ferentcul tures,andlest
| for get, dif fer ent genders. | also cel ebratewithyoutheper-
sons in our midst of delegates and representatives from
non-United Methodistcommunions, WesleyanandMethod
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ist churchesout side The United Meth odist Church. They af-
firmfor ustheglobality andin clusivenessof our fel low ship
as Meth od ists around the world. You and al of usin this
Genera Confer encearearep licaof what the church can be
and what the church is and what the church can be come.

So what the writer of the book of Rev elationistalk ing
aboutin Chapter 7 (9-10). “ Af ter thisl looked,” Johnwrites,
“and there was an enor mous crowd. No one could count the
people. They werefromev ery race, ev ery tribe, ev ery nation,
ev ery lan guage. And they stood in front of the throne and of
the Lamb, dressed in whiterobes, with palm branchesintheir
hands. Andthey werecall ing outinaloud voice, ‘ Sal vation
belongs to our God who sits on the throne and from the
Lamb’.”

A stanza and the chorus of a hymn expresses much
better what | amtry ingto say toyouthismorning. | wishmy
wifewere here so she could singit to you, but she’ snot, and |
won't sing it to you. But | should tell you that be fore | got
married | thought | was a singer. I’m not sayingany more.
Well, any way, hereisthe hymn: “God of many col ors, God
of many signs, you have made us dif fer ent, blessing many
kinds. Astheold waysdisap pear, may your love cast out our
fear. Many gifts, one Spirit, one love known in many ways.
Inour dif fer enceisblessing, from di ver sity we praise one
Giver, oneLord, one Spirit, one Word known in many ways,
hallowing our days. For the Giver, for the gifts, praise,
praise, praise!l” | ask you, where are you, wherearewein al
of this?

Think about it. Amen.



