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Serious Business 
Don Lincoln 
Acts 7: 55-60 

 
 
I recall the story of a renowned bishop invited to preach the baccalaureate sermon during 
the service in the chapel at Yale University.  He developed a 4 point sermon – beginning 
with point 1, the letter Y.  He preached 8 minutes on Y, for youth.  It was dry and overdone 
and everyone felt at least 8 minutes older. 
 
He moved on to "A".  A is for ambition – and preached another 8 minutes.  By this time, a 
portion of the crowd had lost any ambition to stay with him. 
 
Next, of course came "L" – and 8 minutes on loyalty.  Most folks were now loyally counting 
the light bulbs in the chandeliers or the pipes in the organ. 
 
Finally, to round out the word "YALE", he spoke for another 8 minutes on "E" for energy.  
The place had as much energy as a morgue. 
 
Unabashed, and feeling good about completing his 4 point message, the bishop headed to 
the rear of the chapel to greet people.  On the way he saw a student in the last pew, down 
on bended knee, deep in prayer.  "My son, what moved you so much about my sermon?" 
asked the bishop. 
 
“Bishop, I was offering thanks to God that I go to Yale and not the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology.” 
 
Preaching is serious business!  Which must be, you’re thinking, why I chose this text on 
the stoning of Stephen for Mother’s Day, Confirmation Sunday, and the 2nd in our three 
Sundays in May celebrating Westminster’s 125 years.  Truth be told, it’s the lectionary text 
for today – and sometimes preachers discover that the temptation to avoid a particular 
biblical text becomes the very reason the spirit nudges the preacher to stay with it.   
 
Because Christianity is serious business. 
 
Just like, whether biological or adoptive, every mother knows mothering is serious 
business.  The act of inviting someone into your life, who you will love with all your heart, 
but who you cannot control, who will delight you beyond measure and disappoint you to 
the point of despair tells you how serious it is.  And if you’re the kind of mother most of us 
were fortunate enough to have, you will take it so seriously that your love – however 
imperfect it may be at times – your love will have the last word – no matter what. 
 
Likewise, Confirmation is serious business.  I recall how seriously that was impressed 
upon me when I was in confirmation class – a half century ago!!  My pastor lectured us 



week in and week out; required us to memorize the apostles’ creed, countless verses of 
scriptures, and huge portions of the Westminster Catechism.   
 
Near the end of the class, Pastor Jack reviewed the first question of membership at length 
with us.  Over the years the form of the questions has changed but Pastor Jack liked the 
questions from the old book.  He asked the first question in that ominous tone some 
preachers are gifted with:  “Do you understand yourself to be a sinner in the sight of 
God, justly deserving God’s displeasure, and without hope but in God’s sovereign 
mercy?”  “Do you?” 
 
Confirmation was serious business.  Unfortunately, so serious, so deadly dry, so seriously 
boring that the only thing I remember about my confirmation class (other than that 
question) was when my friend Stewie Jones and I thought we would liven things up by 
lighting a fire in the metal trash can in the back of the room.  Needless to say, Pastor Jack 
was not happy with me   
 
But he didn’t stop loving me.  The church didn’t stop loving me.  My mom and dad never 
knew about that event (they probably will now as they sometimes listen to my sermons 
online!) – but if they had, they would not have stopped loving me.  I know that because 
they knew about far worse shenanigans in my life, and they still love me today.  Yes – 
confirmation class is serious business.  But it is, because it’s about the love of God, and 
the business of love is the most serious of all. 
 
This young disciple named Stephen – just chosen by the church – knows that.  Which is 
why he speaks the pointed truth to people who don’t want to hear it.  For the sake of God’s 
love for them, and his desire for them to know that love as He knows it, to embrace that 
love as He embraces it.  He tells the people listening they have missed the point.  The 
point of the prophets, and the nudge of the Holy Spirit.  He tells them they have 
abandoned God’s way somewhere along the path, and that Jesus is the way and now is 
Lord. 
 
Like most of us, the people listening to Stephen didn’t want to be told their minds weren’t in 
the right place (most of us don’t like anybody telling us that).  They yelled, and jeered, and 
in one moment – a biblical account of what mob mentality can do – they rushed in, 
grabbed Stephen, dragged him outside the town, and stoned him.   
 
And if you caught the words – they are just like the words of the Savior on the cross whose 
love Stephen knew, and in whose love he knew he was safe – Stephen prayed for God to 
forgive them.  And then he died. 
 
The next chapter tells us Stephen’s murder kicks off the greatest persecution yet known in 
the early church, and scatters Christians across the countryside.  But God used that 
persecution and scattering to spread God’s love farther and wider across the region.  The 
relentless nature of God’s love will not stop. 
 
God’s love cannot, will not be destroyed nor controlled by us.  It is poured out with 
unhindered generosity and abandon.  Yes, according to the old question of membership, 
every single one of us is a “sinner in the sight of God, justly deserving God’s 



displeasure and without hope but in God’s sovereign mercy.”  But the good news is, 
God is MERCIFUL!  God is MERCIFUL! 
 
God is more serious about mercy, grace and love than anything in the world. 
 
This is a picture from Palm Sunday.  Just a few weeks ago.   
 

 
Little girl running down aisle on Palm Sunday 

 
Christianity is serious business – but at its heart, it should fill you and me with that kind of 
joy – that joyful abandon – that you and I belong to something amazing and great and 
wonderful.  
 
(Speaking to confirmands) My prayer is that this little girl will know – when she’s your age 
– still know that same joy.  And then, that a half century later when she’s my age, she still 
will not have lost it. 
 
Christianity is serious business – the business that caused a group of folks to commit their 
resources to plant a new congregation called Westminster 125 years ago.  And to vote 100 
years later, to embark on a new adventure to a new home outside the borough of West 
Chester and land here.  Serious business that was! 
 
Confirmands, I want to say to you today that God loves you…….and you can’t do 
anything about it!!  And that is such good news! 
 



My encouragement is to relish it.  Find peace in it.  Find strength in it.  Be amazed with it.  
Be forgiven again and again through it.  Be renewed from it.  Be emboldened by it.  But let 
me warn you. 
 
Living in that love – as Stephen found out – can be serious business.  It may mean 
standing up to the bully – who is demeaning someone for their sexual orientation, or their 
accent, or their nationality, or their looks, or the color of their skin, and saying “this person 
is a child of God – and therefore my brother or sister.  So stop it.”   
 
It may mean speaking out in the midst of a fraternity hazing ritual and saying, “This isn’t 
right, and I won’t participate.”  It may mean speaking the truth to an employer about fair 
treatment of employees; it may mean speaking the truth to a nation. 
 
Living in that love is serious business.  But my prayer is it will continue to bring to you, 
every single day of your life, the joy and abandon that little girl felt on Palm Sunday. 
 
Because, like Stephen, knowing God’s love empowers all of us to live a life of unhindered 
abandon and generosity in the ways of that love.  May it be so, for you, and for all of us.  
Amen. 
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