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As we have read in Acts Chapter 8, persecution broke out against the early church in 
Jerusalem. The authorities were going from house to house, dragging men and women who 
had become disciples of Jesus out of their homes and placing them under arrest. Stephen, who 
had just been accepted as one of those to care for the widows, had been martyred after 
speaking out against Jerusalem's elite and powerful. Those that could begin to scatter 
throughout Judea and Samaria. You may recall that Samaria was not only considered a gentile 
world by the Jews but to be the worst of the worst. They had mingled the orthodox faith of 
Judaism with more pagan rituals. 

Yet it was out of that crisis and conflict between the followers of Jesus and the authorities of 
Jerusalem that the movement of the Gospel began to take shape. Those that scattered into 
Judea and Samaria shared their witness and testimony with those they would encounter along 
the way. 

So, what looked like the end of what Jesus started was actually a new beginning under the 
direction and power of the Holy Spirit. Those followers, forced by the circumstances of a brutal 
crackdown, moved out, and as they did, they could not help but share their stories of the 
death and resurrection of Jesus. They also could not help but include the miracles of 
forgiveness, healing, and hope that they now had despite their refugee status. 

Does this look and sound familiar? As we watch with a sense of horror and dismay at what is 
happening to the Ukrainian people, we may also be in awe of how they as a people are 
responding to the aggression of Vladimir Putin and his army. In a David and Goliath scenario, 
the little nation of Ukraine has managed to stand up to the world power giant of Russia and its 
tens of thousands of troops. 

What is most remarkable in my mind is the spirit of the citizens of Ukraine and their president, 
their small armed forces to make that fight possible, and their spirit to tell their stories. They 
cannot help but tell them. It is what is happening to them. And even now, they direct their 
visceral anger not at the people of Russia in general but at the one who keeps them in the 
dark. The Ukrainians know this about the dictator, Vladimir Putin. Perhaps it is why they hold 
out hope for their Russian brothers and sisters that one day, they will know the whole story 
and the full truth and be persuaded to join the ranks of those who are resisting the evil of 
Putin, even to the death. 



This is what Stephen did as he died from the stoning he took, even as the young man, Saul, 
who would later become known to us as Paul, looked on. Stephen's last words were not words 
of hate fueled by his anger but rather the prayer of forgiveness fueled by the love he had 
come to know in Jesus Christ. 

But the conflict that started in the first church was critical as the Holy Spirit used it to begin 
the spread of the Gospel into all the world, beginning with none other than Samaria. Jews 
sharing the gospel and the peace of Christ with a people once their enemy. Philip, perhaps 
more than any other of these disciples who had been scattered, became an instrumental 
figure. 

Basically, a layperson who, like Stephen, had been counted on to help take care of the widows 
was suddenly thrust out of his comfort zone in Jerusalem and into Samaria, where they 
witnessed in him the power of Christ at work. He then met the Ethiopian Eunuch and shared 
with him the story of the prophet of Isaiah and how that story pointed to Jesus, the Messiah. 
With that, the Eunuch insisted on being baptized and from there went back to where he came 
from and shared the gospel message. 

Rev. Foss shares a story in his book, "From Membership to Discipleship," about an event that 
took place immediately after the tragic day of 911. "In the midst of this economic crisis, he 
says, "I received a visit from two of our disciples at Prince of Peace. As we chatted, I 
discovered that they had been meeting with another lay leader and exploring the possibility of 
a ministry to those who had lost jobs. They did not want to set up another grief or support 
group. They wanted a ministry where they would be present, but their focus would be on 
connecting those seeking work with employers who had jobs to offer." What they were 
looking for from their pastor was his approval." 

He asked them only two questions: 1. "Did this ministry fit as part of your personal 
discipleship? That is, something they felt called to do. And if so, does it strive to meet a real 
need in keeping with your vision and marks of discipleship?" Both agreed that it did; one had 
shared how he had been in that very same place in his life. They had even presented a design 
of their plan to Foss. After hearing them out, Foss told them, "You don't need my approval; 
what you can count on is my support. These disciples of Prince of Peace were not stopped by 
fear and confusion. Instead, they were empowered by the Holy Spirit to step up in the 
aftermath of a crisis. 

In this system of disciple-making ministry, Foss says, 'if you can align your ministry with a real 
and viable need, then go for it." From the crisis of 911, both in the community and in that 
church, these disciples launched what became a significant ministry and one that still meets 
the needs of so many today. 



What looked like a devastating end to a way of life, and certainly people's ability to provide for 
their families, led to a new beginning to bring aid, hope, and the message of Christ to hurting 
people. Like those early Christians who were scattered into Judea and Samaria, these disciples 
at Prince of Peace discovered the faithfulness of God to turn a crisis into a missional 
opportunity. 

In short, the end was the beginning for these disciples. This crisis would be the catalyst for 
their fulfilling the command of Jesus. "You will receive the power when the Holy Spirit has 
come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea, and Samaria and to the 
ends of the world." 

This crisis was not the end but rather the beginning of the people of God being empowered by 
the Holy Spirit. The primary factor in this, however, is not so much the Word, but it is in those 
who carry the Word, those who are going out to share not only Jesus' message of the cross but 
to share the love that the cross displays as they build new relationships and minister to the 
real pain and needs of others. 

It all takes place because the power of the Holy Spirit has been unleashed, and this power of 
the Holy Spirit does not just rest on the ordained or the most educated. It rests on all who give 
their lives to Christ and are willing to surrender to its influence. The Holy Spirit is of God, and it 
is what communicates to us the will of God and how we may go forward in God's loving 
service, turning crises and conflicts into missional opportunities. 

A missional opportunity is not about having a chance to proselytize our church. It is the 
opportunity to share the love of Jesus Christ through our own calling. That is different than 
just inviting someone to come to our church. It is inviting people to know you and know God's 
love and power. 

It's also important to know this because as long as church members think that the work of 
ministry belongs only to the pastor or the hired staff, the Holy Spirit is hindered in how it can 
lead us. As long as we think that way, Foss says, we will be stuck in Jerusalem. 

He suggests that churches de-credential their ministries so that ideas for real ministry can 
become more than just a good idea; they can become a working and viable reality in the lives 
of those in need, and the church rising to the occasion to meet those needs. He means by that, 
stop counting on the pastor and paid staff to do it all. 

He is not suggesting that churches do away with ordained or trained clergy; he suggests that 
the content of that training change to achieve a new outcome in this new era. "It is a time for 
pastoral leaders and lay leaders in the church to join forces to empower the whole church for 
actual ministry in real life." 



De-credentialing our ministries begins with the ordained using their training to be equippers of 
the lay people to become missionaries, whether for a destination elsewhere or whether it is in 
the local neighborhood. Being a disciple that follows Jesus will lead to an apostolic witness. 
That is a witness of a first-hand account of how Jesus has touched your life and brought 
healing and wholeness to bear. 

Being a disciple that follows the Holy Spirit does not mean that we maintain the reigns over 
others who are called to minister; it means that we hear their call, affirm it, and support it with 
prayer and physical support. 

Foss says that he believes that pastors are called to grow disciples deep into God's word. 
"Then we equip disciples to understand that all of us have a calling from God to bear witness 
to the risen savior. The how of that and the where and with whom of that will be discovered as 
we are open to the leading of the Holy Spirit. And that is what we pray for, again and again, 
the leading of the Holy Spirit. Then, when we return to church, we do so to worship, recover, 
and be renewed so that we can reenter into the world God loves so much." 

In this type of gifted ministry that is led by the Holy Spirit, we will discover true joy. Joy is 
different than being happy. Being happy is the inner feeling of joy. We feel it when we have 
some external source that brings it about. "Someone thought of us on our birthday, or we got 
that promotion. We experience happiness when things are going well, or we are having fun. 

The bible speaks of Joy as an inner peace that people have regardless of those external 
circumstances. Foss suggests that joy comes from the consequence of three critical elements 
in the lives of individuals. They are relationships that work, work that matters, and a purpose 
that points beyond the individual. Relationships that work stand the test of time, even the bad 
times. 

Our relationship with Jesus Christ is a relationship that moves us to grow closer to God in him, 
and that is a relationship that is a promise for eternity but beginning in the here and now. 
That relationship also calls us to a work that matters to God and to us as faithful Christians. We 
are not called to just sit on the sidelines. We are called to act with faith. That work that we are 
called to is not just busy work or work that is based on making profits or gains in numerical 
growth. It is a work that the Spirit leads us to hold dear in our hearts. It is work that leads us to 
care for and about others. That is the difference between an occupation that pays the bills and 
a vocation in ministry that answers God's call. 

The Christian church stands in support of relationships that work. But not all relationships 
work. Where there is abuse, abuse must stop; where people's sense of value is demoralized 
emotionally and spiritually, the relationship must end, at least as it stands. And people and 
most certainly Christians who engage in that kind of behavior, either knowingly or 
unknowingly, must see it and work to end it in their lives to find the true joy they seek. 



But it is the Power of the Holy Spirit that can lead us and guide us to do that. In Christ, when 
we experience his saving love and accept his grace that forgives our sins, we are empowered 
with the freedom to accept where we need help and the humble spirit to ask for the help we 
need. 

It is the love of God in Jesus Christ that saves us from our sins. Still, the power of God's Holy 
Spirit promised to us empowers us to make the changes in our lives that we need to make. The 
Holy Spirit also empowers us to develop meaningful and lasting relationships that work and 
discover the work that truly matters. As Christians, our lives matter more than just finding our 
daily bread. It is about living in Christ, the Bread of Life. It is about living in concert with the 
Holy Spirit. 

 
 
Some questions to ponder: 

1. How are you experiencing the power of prayer in your life and your church? Do you meet 
regularly with a praying group? If not, would you be willing to start to pray for this 
congregation and the church in general as well as for others? 

2. Have you ever seen a crisis in your life or community turn into an opportunity for ministry? 

3. Name one concrete action that would move this congregation to become a people of 
witness. 

4. What would evangelism of joy look like in this congregation? 

5. Working in the Holy Spirit requires a committed prayer life. What steps are you willing to 
take to increase your prayer life privately and with a small group? 


