Easter 5 (A) – 

Collect for Easter 5 : O God, who alone can bring harmony to the minds of your faithful people: give us grace to love the things you command, and to desire the things you promise; that, amid the uncertain changes of this world, our hearts may be firmly fixed where true joys are to be found; through Jesus Christ, our Lord, who lives and reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, world without end.

Acts 7.55-60 - But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. “Look,” he said, “I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.”
At this they covered their ears and, yelling at the top of their voices, they all rushed at him, dragged him out of the city and began to stone him. Meanwhile, the witnesses laid their coats at the feet of a young man named Saul.
While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” Then he fell on his knees and cried out, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” When he had said this, he fell asleep.


Ps 31.1-5,15-16 

1 Pe 2.2-10 : Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation, now that you have tasted that the Lord is good.  As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by humans but chosen by God and precious to him— you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house[a] to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. For in Scripture it says: “See, I lay a stone in Zion, a chosen and precious cornerstone, and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame.”[b] Now to you who believe, this stone is precious. But to those who do not believe, “The stone the builders rejected has become the cornerstone,”[c]  and, “A stone that causes people to stumble and a rock that makes them fall.”[d]
They stumble because they disobey the message—which is also what they were destined for. But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s special possession, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.


Jn 14.1-14 : “Do not let your hearts be troubled. You believe in God[a]; believe also in me. My Father’s house has many rooms; if that were not so, would I have told you that I am going there to prepare a place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am. You know the way to the place where I am going.”
Thomas said to him, “Lord, we don’t know where you are going, so how can we know the way?”
Jesus answered, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. If you really know me, you will know[b] my Father as well. From now on, you do know him and have seen him.”
Philip said, “Lord, show us the Father and that will be enough for us.”
Jesus answered: “Don’t you know me, Philip, even after I have been among you such a long time? Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father. How can you say, ‘Show us the Father’? Don’t you believe that I am in the Father, and that the Father is in me? The words I say to you I do not speak on my own authority. Rather, it is the Father, living in me, who is doing his work. Believe me when I say that I am in the Father and the Father is in me; or at least believe on the evidence of the works themselves. Very truly I tell you, whoever believes in me will do the works I have been doing, and they will do even greater things than these, because I am going to the Father. And I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Father may be glorified in the Son. You may ask me for anything in my name, and I will do it.






Let us pray: Most High, glorious God, enlighten the darkness of our hearts and give us correct faith, certain hope, and perfect love, so that we may always and in all things act according to Your Holy Will. Through Christ our Lord, Amen.
<><><>
The early Christian apologist Tertullian, who died around 220AD, once said in response to the persecution the early Christians faced for their faith, “The more often we are mown down by you, the more in number we grow; the blood of Christians is the seed of the church.” Today, as we continue our journey through the season of Easter, our readings gives opportunity to remember Stephen, the first of the martyrs of the Church – a man of great faith and one of the first deacons of the Church. The role of Deacon in the early church was - and it still is – to express in practical sleeves-rolled-up ways the love of God to those for whom Christ lived and died. Stephen did so with great passion and faith – and, as Acts Ch.6+7 recount, he boldly professed to his hostile listeners the foundations of the Gospel message in full knowledge of the risks for doing so – + went willingly to his death for the sake of Christ. It is sobering to realise that, although Stephen was not one of the Apostles, of Jesus’ twelve Apostles, the only one of the remaining 11 who did not die a martyr’s death - after accounting for Judas - was the Apostle John.  All the rest died – like Stephen – professing their faith in Jesus Christ + His resurrection, such was the strength + certainty of their conviction in Him.  And theirs was the foundation on which the faith of the Church was built, that has stood the tests of time +of persecution again + again down the years: in the words of 5th Century St Vincent of Lerin, which I know I quoted a few weeks ago, the foundation of our faith is “that which is believed everywhere, always, and by all.”
Although I feel like I’m out of sync by saying it, given that Good Shepherd Sunday was last Sunday + not today, I’m strongly minded of the image of the sheep-fold. It’s a safe haven: a place of shelter – of sanctuary, if you will - and of safety in the care of the shepherd, but it’s not the place where the sheep live + spend their days. Their days are spent outside its walls, not inside. 
At the risk of mixing my metaphors, it also reminds me of my seafaring days, and the observation that a ship in harbour is safe – but that’s not what ships are made for! I don’t know how many of you have passed by or visited a marina. I’ve seen a few – and I can’t help but wonder – sadly – how many of the vessels there spend most of their time alongside, languishing unused. Ships are made to be out there on the seas, traveling the oceans.
So too with the sheep-fold: it serves an important purpose as a place of safety and a base to work from. It’s a useful tool when it is well-built + well resourced - a place to rest and be nurtured, safe from the dangers of the world. But it needs to be cared-for too.
The second image I have in mind is of a ship I worked on called the MV Anastasis. I know I’ve mentioned her a few times in sermons. She was built in 1953 as a luxury passenger-cargo ship sailing between Italy + the Far East, before being taken out of service in the 1970s when airlines began to be more affordable + the global travel industry changed. Youth With A Mission took her over in 1978 + converted her into a hospital ship to serve the world’s forgotten poor following the example of Christ. However, they did so on a shoe-string budget, and they made do with most of her original systems and equipment.
I first served onboard her in 1993-94 as a newly graduated engineer when she went to Senegal, West Africa, to offer hope and healing in Christ’s name to those who had no hope or prospect of healing. Later in 1994 I returned onboard to help with a major refit of the ship’s electrical systems. You see, the time had come when she simply had to be upgraded, as so much technology had changed in the 40 years since she had been built: if she were to remain in service, she had to be modernized in order to continue to be the tool for service she was now called to be.
Now, why did I tell you all that? I mean: we started out thinking about Stephen, about his call as a Deacon of the Church, and about his martyrdom. However, if you take a moment to look at our three readings for today, there’s a developing theme that threads its way through them all: stones, and buildings.
In the reading from Acts, we see the contrast between stones that are used destructively, compared with the beauty + power of one of the Church’s living stones – Stephen - a disciple called to express the love of Christ in practical ways in his community + ensuring the needs of the poor, the widows + the orphans were met, + in that way to bear witness to the Gospel of Christ to the communities around them. As an aside, the Greek word for a witness is the word martyreo. I think you can probably work out why the word martyr came to hold the meaning it has now, in light of so many Christians in the early Church giving testimony to their faith in Jesus Christ at the cost of their lives.

And then our next reading from Peter’s first letter takes a bit of liberty with the name Jesus gave Simon – Petros – rock, or stone, + talks of each of us as living stones. And what is God doing with us – each of us – the building materials of His Church? He is fashioning us into a spiritual house – a place of worship, a place of prayer, a place of rest + shelter where God’s people may be fed + nourished, encouraged, and envisioned. A place where people can encounter the love + passion of God. Another aside: note that he uses the word stones, not bricks. That’s because we’re not all the same; we’re not all uniform; we have different shapes+strengths + characteristics, + the master-builder knows where to make best use of each of us in His house.

In his sermon last week, Ian made reference to the challenges we face as a congregation with the physical state of the building here. The challenges are real, and they are big. However, I also want to say something radical. If we choose to see them in this way, they’re also an opportunity. The challenges we face force us to confront the reality that some pretty big repairs need to take place. However, the very nature of those necessary repairs actually give an opportunity to consider if we can actually make a few changes, that will help us to use our buildings in a bigger and better way. 
If you’ll allow me to speak bluntly for a moment, let me invite you to recognise the limitations that our buildings currently have. 
Our accessibility for those who have mobility difficulties is awful. Our toilet facilities are an embarrassment. The most recently-built part of our buildings is arguably the least likely to stand the test of time. And, while our kitchen facilities have enabled a faithful lineage of amazing chefs to bring us some wonderful culinary delights over the years, if we’re honest their achievements speak more to their ability to adapt than to the facilities of the kitchen itself!
And yet, we are known - rightly - for our hospitality and our welcome. We cherish the opportunities to open our doors, + welcome those in the communities around us to find here a place of shelter, of nurture, of hope +  of love. Amidst the fear and uncertainty I know we face for how we will overcome the challenges we face, let me invite you all to be dreaming – prayerfully dreaming – of what yet may be, and of how we can make our buildings fit for serving the needs of our community now, while respecting – perhaps even celebrating - its listed status. 
Our forebears - those who worshiped here at the beginning,  who invested time + money + sweat, + who had a vision + a determination to make of this place a sheep-fold in God’s service with the resources they had available, + in whose footsteps we follow, gave of what they had because of the vision they had of what could be. And yet – much like my experience of MV Anastasis as the crew faced the need for the refit of the ship, to enable it to continue to do the job it was called to do – we face a similar challenge with our buildings. I want to invite you to approach the challenge we face with gratitude for the heritage we have gained, but also with open eyes and in prayer, as we seek the guidance + vision of God’s Holy Spirit to help us see the way ahead. And who knows how God will provide for us as we follow Him? It’s actually quite liberating to realise that the work that needs to be done is simply so massive that we cannot do it without God’s help and provision!

As I wrap up , let me turn to our Gospel reading, where it spoke of our Lord Jesus going to prepare a place for us in His Father’s house, and of that house being a place of welcome, where there is space for us. When asked how to get there Jesus responded that He is the way, the truth and the life. And, since we have, + embrace, such a hope of a place of welcome in our Father’s house, let us in turn seek to make this place a place of welcome, of nurture, of hospitality + of care in His name that will honour Him and represent all that His Kingdom represents here in Kilmarnock.
It's a big challenge we have. It’s a big vision we need. But our Lord Jesus is more than able to lead us in the way we need to take, if we will ask Him. His is the way - and He is still in the business of building His Church, made with living stones. So, let’s get talking with one another as we dream together of what may be. And let’s be praying + seeking God’s face to guide us in the way ahead. Amen.
