St. Stephen’s Day – given at St. Mary’s Warsash, Sunday 27.12.15
Have you seen the film, ‘The Passion of the Christ’ that was directed and
produced by Mel Gibson a while ago. In it he wanted to give an accurate
portrayal of what it must have been like for Jesus to go through what He
did before and during His crucifixion. Mel Gibson is a practicing Catholic
and it was important to him from his own personal faith point of view. I
hadn’t seen it when it first came out taking the view, as presented by the
media, that it was just a bloody spectacle that was served up in the name
of sensationalism to make money. Having seen it, I don’t believe that now.
It is extremely violent and therefore difficult to watch. I have seen people
die, but I have never seen anyone murdered, let alone as brutally as what
happened to Jesus, so it’s not surprising that it’s difficult to see. There
were some very moving moments in the film, mostly they didn’t come
through the violence and the pain that Jesus suffered but through the
suffering of Mary His mother, Mary Magdalene and some of the disciples,
as well as through the compassion that Jesus felt for others as He was
going through the whole experience.
It was well worth seeing and if you get the opportunity to do so I urge you
to see it too, assuming you are prepared to put up with the violence. It
certainly brought home to me just how much Jesus suffered for me, and
for everyone.
It also taught me something about the nature of us human beings, that we
can allow such things to happen, that people can be put to death in that
way. And I placed that sentence in the present tense because of course
we still do it. In fact we, that is we human beings, murder people in ways
that are far worse even than crucifixion. If you don’t believe me just think
of the ways that people have died in Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria etc. with
bodies towed through the streets, decapitated and left for public exhibition.
And of course the pain of death and dying is no less extreme if it happens
to come through a cruise missile or a marine’s hand grenade or a
Kalashnikov rifle. Atrocity is atrocity. So what it taught me most is that
we allow these things to happen – still.
Why aren’t we out on the streets protesting about this? We have seen the
power of the collective will of the people in bringing down governments,
just think of Romania, South Africa, East Germany. It is possible, we can
do it, why don’t we? Why aren’t we, and perhaps especially our religious
leaders and all those of other faiths, so affronted about these things that

we make plain our feelings to those who make the real decisions and force
them to take note?
And you know, I think it is because we are a bit like sheep, we are far
happier being led and being part of the crowd than we are standing up
individually for what we know is wrong. That came through the film too.
Pontius Pilate being swayed by a baying mob rather than doing what he
knew was right and thinking that the washing of his hands removed his
responsibility, it didn’t then and it doesn’t now. We can’t hide behind that
can we? We can’t pretend that just because it didn’t happen in England
or in Warsash we are innocent, we are not, we bear a responsibility as
part of the human race.
Stephen was stoned to death, because he said something that a group of
people didn’t want to hear – how barbaric that is. Can you imagine the
blood lust that must have infused that crowd as they each picked up a
stone and hurled it, and then did it again and again until eventually he
collapsed and died, smashed into the ground. People when gathered
together and manipulated en masse can do the most horrendous things.
They can pack women and children into a gas chamber and then burn
their bodies; they can abuse helpless prisoners, they can carry out ethnic
cleansing with machetes or with tanks and bombs.
Do you know what, people are still being stoned to death today and it is
sanctioned by a country’s government? This can be for adultery, or
because a woman was raped and became pregnant, not the rapist you
understand but the woman!. And the rest of the world watches and tutts
but does nothing because we want their oil, or their produce or their
money. If it was wrong to stone Stephen, to ritually kill someone in that
way then, it is wrong now isn’t it? And if government sanctioned stoning
to death or chopping off of hands is wrong we should say so, shouldn’t
we? We shouldn’t condone it with dour silence. And then, does it make
it any more right to carry out a state execution by hanging, or electrocution
or gas, or injection of poisonous chemicals? No of course not. It is the
killing that is wrong, doesn’t matter how it’s done, to do it cold bloodedly
is no less bad than in the heat of the moment – perhaps it’s worse. We
should be criticising those who do, even if it is the most powerful nation in
the world.
Stephen was the first Christian martyr, after Jesus that is. He died
because of his faith, it is still happening today, people are dying because
they are Christian, or Hindu, or Muslim or Jew. That is wrong, isn’t it? And
of course I mean good people of religion, those who speak for love,

respect, freedom, speak for God. Stephen was a brave man, he knew
what he was doing, had witnessed the death of his Saviour, knew what
the consequences might be. Could you do that, could I?
I have only once preached on St. Stephen’s day before having usually
taken Boxing Day off, exhausted after Christmas. I’ve always known that
he is there waiting in the wings for me and others to think about and speak
about, always known what he did and what happened to him, but rarely
addressed him and what his life and death means. I’m glad that I have
today, because I believe that Stephen asks questions of us, asks
questions of me at any rate, today in the year 2015 and very nearly 2016.
When I started writing this sermon, I had no idea how it would turn out –
sometimes it’s like that and a sermon simply writes itself. It’s probably
come out all jumbled up and doesn’t make any real coherent sense but it
seemed right to say it at the time. It’s probably been a hard sermon to
listen to, so close to Christmas – joy and peace and all that, it was hard to
write, because it is about me, I am part of this human race that does or
allows these things to happen. But then I figure that the feast day of St.
Stephen is not the day after Christmas day for nothing, it is there to makes
us think these things, isn’t it?
We approach a new year, the time of resolutions and turning from old
ways and promising new ways, better ways. I can’t speak for you, and I
am terrible at New Year resolutions, but perhaps the best resolution for
me, is to have the courage of my convictions and speak out and act when
I just know that something is wrong. I’m glad that I have at last really come
to know something about Stephen and I hope that you are too.
Bill Day

