Inspired by words of our gospel reading, one Rev. George Herbert of 16th century England penned the prayerful words of our hymn, number 513.
This poetic prayer was set to charming, lyrical, and emotionally moving music by the 20th century Ralph Vaughan Williams

In prayerful tones, this hymn eloquently brings together the pleas of one’s heart with the very delight of one’s soul in a life of faith.

As we sing through these poetic expressions of faith and life we connect our spirit with the very spirit of God that inspired both the hymn writer and music composer.

I understand that the hymn is somewhat unknown here at St. John’s, and so I’ll sing the first verse as a solo… then, I invite you to join together in singing all three verses… Hymn 513.

1 Come, my way, my truth, my life:
such a way as gives us breath;
such a truth as ends all strife;
such a life as killeth death.

2 Come, my light, my feast, my strength:
such a light as shows a feast;
such a feast as mends in length;
such a strength as makes his guest.

3 Come, my joy, my love, my heart:
such a joy as none can move;
such a love as none can part;
such a heart as joys in love.

There is an aspect, an emphasis of wording to consider in this hymn… “Come, My Way, My Truth, My Life.”
At first glance, I might think of the way/truth/life as referring to my own… like, MY way, MY truth, MY life… THAT is what is important!
Let SELF be first… let ME be first… let MY ways prevail… ME… ME!

It can be an attitude of “When I have my way then all is well… I am happy.”
Does it work that way with folks?

Have you observed that when people get their way instead of what others might want to do that they are satisfied… even happy?

It might seem like that to Packer fans… it seems when “their way” prevails on Sunday that overall production in the state of Wisconsin increases on Monday.

But, I can’t help but recall another kind of illustration… what I saw happen some years ago when certain people clambered for and “got their way.”

I used to be part of a county-wide chapter of the American Red Cross… and it was a group having a power struggle between two communities located about 30 miles apart.

It was time to elect the chapter’s new leaders… president, etc. 

One group had rallied their members to the election meeting, not so much to elect preferred leaders, but to impede the election of certain people of the other community.
The tension and conflict were obvious; the most anxious and reactive folks won and “got their way”, electing their own people into the leadership positions.

Were they happy?

Did the “getting their way” increase the sense of well-being and cohesion, resulting in a more effective service chapter?

You might have guessed… no… of course not.

In fact, with the conflict experience in which one group won and got their way, the chapter simply sank into inactivity, ineffectiveness, and eventual dissolution.

In a manner of speaking, the Red Cross chapter was “killed” by the reactive forces rampantly flailing about in its community relationships.

The reactive “my way” resulted in No Way.

The hymn we sang means something different that this…
Come, my way, my truth, my life; (BE my way/truth/life)
such a way as gives us breath;
such a truth as ends all strife;
such a life as killeth death.

The “MY” way here speaks of the choice to take on something from outside of self, to make another’s way one’s own, to hold fast to the truth expressed by another, to receive the life of somebody OTHER than self.

This hymn (an expression of faith-life) is obviously connected with Jesus, the Jesus we heard about in the gospel reading, the Jesus for whom Stephen of the first reading was killed by the reactionary crowd around him.

We invite Jesus to be our way, our truth, our life… and the way/truth/life of Jesus remarkably unfolds within our lives to the kinds of delight and fullness expressed throughout our just sung three-verse hymn.
The first reading is a hugely significant reminder of that capacity we have as people when we let ourselves function out of our own “emotional reactivity”.

That phrase, by the way, will be used many times in our mutual conversations during our interim time together… emotional reactivity, anxious reactivity, being reactive rather than responsive.

The first reading illustrates the phrase graphically well.

It might be easy for us to hear this biblical story and sit back in disgust for those who became enraged against Stephen and set out to kill him.

We might be quick to accuse the mob of its willful, sinful ways.

We might say, “Why, I would NEVER be part of such a thing.”

And, of course, we hear in such a phrase the very thinking of Peter during the last supper… surely I would never… well, you know.
As I hear the story retold in the midst of this worship time I am not surprised by the anxious reactivity of such a group… for I have seen similar reactivity in other times and situations.
I do give some kind of credit to the reactive ones, believe it or not.

Remember, the mob is reacting, not in isolation, but in the midst of hugely emotional aspects of their lives… their faith… their culture… their heritage… their sense of being, even though they were missing truth and wholeness for a God-life.
They had just heard a sermon of sorts from Stephen, a sermon that proclaimed orthodox understandings of the new Christ-centered church.

The sermon contrasted with their own belief structures and it felt threatening to the foundations of their being… the stuff they were very close to… the stuff you and I are close to.
They couldn’t be sufficiently thoughtful since it struck too close to meaningful things… and they became reactive… even enraged.

When Stephen, already condemned for what he stood for, proclaimed the delight of faith he was experiencing in the present, the mob “covered their ears, and with a loud shout all rushed together against him.”

They were no longer thinking openly, or reflectively, or critically at all… they were only reacting in their high levels of emotion.
They lost their capacity to thoughtfully consider and to tolerate differences to their OWN way, truth, life.

The conflict and anxious reactivity of the story quickly produced a death, an ending, sabotage to life and possibility.

It happens… it is something pervading within our modern times… our anxious reactivity reduces and stops things, locking us into our self-made captivities… anxious reactivity is a regressive force.
We learn again and again that we need to reach beyond the self, beyond our reactive capacities.

Especially needed in times of change, transition, turmoil, disagreement, and challenge we can learn from such stories as we hear today.

We can come to see the need to maintain calmness and seek clarity with thoughtful, imaginative, resource oriented thinking… while also nurturing meaningful and connected relationships.

We can move toward thoughtful decisions and actions that are based upon the kinds of values that provide balance and can enhance life and living.

We can find how to live well with diversity of thought and difference of being while also enhancing our sense of cohesion and closeness with one another.

THAT is what moves us into the delight of life expressed by the hymn writer and pointed to by Jesus in the gospel text.

The last time this congregation entered into an intentional interim process, there were significant quantities of anxious reactivity and conflict.

I only know this in a general understanding since I’ve not yet read relevant reports and haven’t been part of many meaningful discussions about that time period yet.

“Coming to terms with history” is one of the primary tasks that are important to consider during an interim ministry time.

In commenting on the text of today’s first reading, we might consider a phrase of Mark Twain (or someone else): 
“The past does not repeat itself, but it rhymes.”

The stories of the past… like the stoning of Stephan… together with our own stories can easily “rhyme” themselves within our present.

While we claim to not repeat past patterns exactly, we always have a capacity to relive them to various degrees, to “rhyme them” within newly developing circumstances and challenges.

We do well to consider today’s Gospel reading… the claim from one outside of ourselves, the claim coming from the one who calls himself the Way, the Truth, and the Life.

It comes from one whom we can we declare to be “My Lord and My God” – as Thomas, the doubting one, did eventually in John’s gospel narrative.

God’s spirit empowers US to choose Jesus to be our Lord and our God, supplanting the willful self and over-riding the reactive powers of self.

We can then discover and realize through thoughtful, Christ-centered choices something of the joy in life described by the hymn writer.

We turn to another hymn in our time of worship, number 464.

In this hymn we continue expressing the general orientation we can choose for ourselves as we live our lives of faith… “You are the Way… You are the Truth… You are the Life.”
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