
Common Worship in Separate Places 

For the people of Elmwood Avenue Presbyterian Church 

London, Ontario 

and their friends 

 

The First Sunday after Christmas 

26 December 2021 

(The Feast of Stephen) 

 

To cross the threshold into worship, light a candle and keep a moment of silence. 

 

Opening Words  

L: Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts. 

P: Let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly. 

L: Let us worship God. 

 

Prayers of Adoration and Confession   

Holy One, we praise you for the glad tidings of peace and the good news of 

salvation. Your Word became flesh, and we have seen your glory. Make us grateful for 

this blessing and help us to treasure your great love for all creation. Glory be to you, 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, one God forever. 

Loving God, we open our hearts to your mercy. The year is spent. Forgive our 

ingratitude. Forgive the good not done, the love not given, the time torn off unused. 

Remind us of life’s brevity, teach us to cherish each other, forgive our sin, and remake 

us in your love.  

L: Lord, have mercy upon us. 

P: Christ, have mercy upon us. 

L: Lord, have mercy upon us. 

Grant, O Lord, that in all our sufferings for the sake of your truth here upon the 

earth, we may steadfastly look to heaven, and by faith behold the glory that shall be 

revealed; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you, in the unity of 

the Holy Spirit, one God forever. Amen 

 

An Assurance of Pardon 

L: “To all who receive him he gives power to become children of God.” May God grant 

us pardon, true repentance, and bring us to eternal life. 

P:  May the peace of Christ be with us all. 
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Prayer for Illumination   Holy One, amid the changes and chances of this mortal life, 

help us to hear your unchanging Word, that we may live by trusting in your goodness; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen 

 

The Psalm for the Day 

 

Psalm 31: 1-5  (A prayer for deliverance from enemies) 

 

In you, O Lord, I seek refuge; 

   do not let me ever be put to shame; 

   in your righteousness deliver me.  

Incline your ear to me; 

   rescue me speedily. 

Be a rock of refuge for me, 

   a strong fortress to save me.  

You are indeed my rock and my fortress; 

   for your name’s sake lead me and guide me,  

take me out of the net that is hidden for me, 

   for you are my refuge.  

Into your hand I commit my spirit; 

   you have redeemed me, O Lord, faithful God.  

 

 (Said together) Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit, as it was 

in the beginning, is now and ever shall be, world without end. Amen 

 

A Reading for the Day 

 

Acts 7: 2a, 51-60  (The martyrdom of Stephen) 

 

Stephen replied: ‘You stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears, you 

are for ever opposing the Holy Spirit, just as your ancestors used to do. Which of the 

prophets did your ancestors not persecute? They killed those who foretold the coming 

of the Righteous One, and now you have become his betrayers and murderers. You are 

the ones that received the law as ordained by angels, and yet you have not kept it.’ 

When they heard these things, they became enraged and ground their teeth at 

Stephen. But filled with the Holy Spirit, he gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God 

and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. 

‘Look,’ he said, ‘I see the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing at the 

right hand of God!’ 
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But they covered their ears, and with a loud shout all rushed together against 

him. Then they dragged him out of the city and began to stone him; and the witnesses 

laid their coats at the feet of a young man named Saul. 

While they were stoning Stephen, he prayed, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.’ Then 

he knelt down and cried out in a loud voice, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin against them.’ 

When he had said this, he died. 

 

L: This is the Word of the Lord 

P: Thanks be to God. 

 

Some thoughts on the Reading 

 

Acts 7:59   While they were stoning Stephen, he prayed, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.’ 

  

           Boxing Day is St Stephen’s Day, the Feast of Stephen. It’s the day Good King 

Wenceslaus looked out upon, when the snow lay round about, deep and crisp and even. 

            Stephen was the first Christian martyr, murdered when he confessed that Jesus is 

Lord. It’s the Church’s first and simplest confession: “Jesus is Lord.” And all it means 

this: Jesus is alive and loving us still, and he has our whole allegiance. For whatever has 

our allegiance, that is our Lord. 

Stephen’s assassins may have thought he had it coming for another reason too. 

He was rude right to their faces, almost as if he didn’t care whether he lived or died. 

“You stiff-necked people,” he shouted at them. “You’re always opposing the Holy 

Spirit…You receive the law, but then you don’t even bother to keep it.” 

            “When they heard these things, they became enraged and ground their teeth at 

Stephen,” says the Book of Acts. But they didn’t just grind their teeth. They dragged 

him outside the city, hurled stones at him, and killed him. But not before Stephen made 

another stirring confession: “I see the heavens opened, and the Son of Man standing at 

the right hand of God…Lord Jesus, receive my spirit,” he prayed. And then he died. 

To say Stephen was martyred gives special meaning to his death. For the word 

‘martyr’ means ‘witness’. A martyr is not a hero. A hero is someone who achieves or 

produces or defends something – often at great personal cost, yes. Like martyrs, heroes 

may lose their lives: the rescuer who dies while saving a drowning child, or the soldier 

who dies defending the nation’s borders. 

But if a hero dies while doing an heroic deed, is that person not also a martyr? 

No. So what’s the difference? I think it’s this: heroes make a difference; their death 

achieves something useful. Good King Wenceslaus was a hero.  

Bring me flesh and bring me wine 

Bring me pine logs hither 
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Thou and I shall see him dine 

When we bear them thither. 

Heroes get something done. Martyrs, not so much. By their death, martyrs witness to 

something but may achieve nothing. It may seem, in the world’s eyes, a completely 

‘useless’ death. 

There came a moment when Jesus dreaded this about his own death, fearing it 

would all be for nothing. That’s why ‘martyr’ is a much harder part to play than ‘hero’. 

Who wants to die a useless death? Instead, we dream heroic dreams. We want to be a 

Church full of heroes who get out there and make the world a better place. Making a 

difference is what it’s all about, we tell ourselves. But I’m not so sure. Maybe we’re not 

supposed to be a Church full of heroes. Maybe we’re supposed to be martyrs, witnesses 

to something eternally true, just, and real. Maybe we’re meant to live for that, that’s all, 

and that’s enough, whether we make a difference or not. 

Around the year 155, the Bishop of Smyrna, whose name was Polycarp, was 

arrested in a campaign against the new and subversive Christian movement that called 

itself ‘The Way’. Christians wouldn’t pay allegiance to Caesar. Instead, they paid 

allegiance to a crucified peasant named Jesus. Caesar wasn’t having that. 

Polycarp was already an old man, and the Roman judge took pity on him, and 

said, “Look, take my advice. Just say ‘Caesar is Lord’. Put a pinch of incense on the altar 

before Caesar’s statue – just a tiny pinch, just three little words. What harm could it do? 

Do that and I’ll make it easy for you. No torture, no death. You can go free.” 

But he would not do it. Why? Because he could not do it. Why? Because he knew 

in his bones that Caesar was not Lord, but Jesus is. Nor is the 'nation state' our Lord. 

Nor is the economy, nor is this or that political ideology. The armed forces, our 

favourite sports team, our families, nature, the cosmos – not even our own little egos – 

none of these can be ‘Lord’ for any follower of Jesus. So, none of them can claim our 

whole allegiance. There may be times when we must say ‘no’ to them in order to say 

‘yes’ to him. And this may just be more important, in the eyes of eternity, than being a 

‘useful hero’ who makes a ‘fleeting difference’ to the world. 

In Robert Bolt’s play, A Man for All Seasons, the hero (or rather, the martyr) is Sir 

Thomas More. He was Lord Chancellor of England in the reign of Henry VIII. Henry, 

remember, wanted to divorce Catherine of Aragon so he could marry Anne Boleyn. He 

did. It was illegal, but no one says ‘no’ to Henry VIII and gets away with it. But first he 

had to displace the Pope and make himself the Church’s Supreme Governor (which is 

how ‘Anglicanism’ came to be). Parliament and the Royal Court went along with it. But 

Thomas More would not. He did say ‘no’ to the king – or rather, he refused to say ‘yes’. 

He refused to consent and retreated into silence (rather as Jesus did when he stood 

before Pilate). 

Angry and arrogant, Henry tried to make him swear an oath of loyalty, to give 

him a way out – or otherwise be condemned for treason and executed. “Obey your 
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King,” he said. “Yours is a useless witness to conscience and truth. It won’t make a 

stitch of difference. Why be a martyr?” 

In the play, Thomas More’s daughter, Meg, pleads with her father. “Your very 

life is at stake,” she says. “Just say the words the King wants to hear, and live. Do it for 

me if nothing else.” 

But he says this to her: “When a man takes an oath, Meg, he’s holding his own 

self in his own hands. Like water. And if he opens his fingers then he needn’t hope to 

find himself again.” 

What we truly live for is hidden from us much of the time. Something has our 

allegiance, but we’re not even sure what it is. It’s there, it regulates our lives the way a 

thermostat regulates the temperature in a house. But, like a thermostat, we don’t notice 

it at work. It may take an extreme moment, when our little worlds fall apart – as they 

have these last two years – for the truth finally to erupt. Then we can see what we’ve 

lived for all long, where our allegiance really lies, and who is our real Lord after all. 

At the outset of the Church’s life (those days of tumult and promise), Stephen 

showed us something real. For he was a martyr, and a martyr is a witness, and a 

witness shows you something real that has been hidden in plain sight. What he showed 

us is this: what we live for is what we’re ready to die for. That is our Lord. 

“Those who try to save their lives will lose them,” Jesus once said. “But those 

who lose their lives, for my sake, will save them.” 

Heroes don’t make the Church. Martyrs do. 

 

Prayers of Intercession  

Holy One, the heavens tell of your glory and the earth proclaims the wonder of 

your love. We offer thanks for the moon and stars, for earth and air and water, and for 

the gift of every living thing. In the fullness of time, you crowned creation with the birth 

of your Son. Visit us now with your vision of a new heaven and a new earth, that we 

may proclaim your glory. 

L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer 

 We pray for the Church of Jesus Christ, giving thanks for all that has been, and 

seeking grace and strength for all that lies ahead in the new year. Grant, O Lord, that as 

the years change, we may find peace and hope in your unchanging love. For you are 

ever constant, guiding us by your wisdom and saving us with your love. 

L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer 

God of all beauty, your will is that all your creatures should enjoy the world and 

the life you have given us. Bless those whose joy is robbed by hunger and poverty, 

disease and oppression. Give those in power the will to be just and caring. 

L: Lord in your mercy 
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P: Hear our prayer 

 We pray for those who have fallen ill and fear the worst; for those isolated in 

hospital wards, and lonely for those they love. Be near them to comfort and save. 

L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer 

 Almighty God, you wonderfully created, and yet more wonderfully restored, the 

dignity of our human nature. Grant us to share in the divine life of Jesus Christ, who 

came to share in our humanity. 

L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer 

God our Father, you cradle us at the beginning of life and take us into your arms 

at our journey’s end. We remember and give thanks for those who died, especially 

those dear to us, whose lives were symbols of your wisdom. Give us eyes to see your 

gifts, hearts to love your creation, and hands to serve you, now and always.…(keep a 

time of silence in God’s presence)…. 

L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer 

Grant us grace, O Lord, that like Stephen we may learn to love even our enemies 

and seek forgiveness for those who wish us harm. We gather our prayers into one and 

pray the Lord’s Prayer. 

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name; thy kingdom come, thy will be 

done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our 

debts, as we forgive our debtors. And lead us not into temptation but deliver us from 

evil. For thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory, for ever. Amen 

 

Benediction  

(Said together) The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the fellowship 

of the Holy Spirit be with us all, now and forever. Amen 


