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  Foreword




  You hold in your hand a book crafted by John Henson. You may not yet be aware of the danger that lies before you.




  My first significant encounter with John Henson took place on the Southern coast of Wales. Since I was a foreign visitor to John’s Welsh homeland, he acted as the good host and offered to take me to a nearby beach. I have been to many different beaches before -in North America, South America, Southern Europe and the Caribbean. I thought I knew what to expect, and since John alluded to nothing out of the ordinary, I innocently let him lead me to his favorite beach. From the car park we walked down a narrow muddy lane, over a pile of stones, between several tall hedges, through a gate, and eventually down a hill and around a corner. I froze.




  A wall of Rock towered above the shoreline. Giant flat stones like ancient paving from a colossal cathedral long ago lost to the sea stretched out before us. The sun shone brightly on the waves as they pounded these stones. Guided by John, I crossed over the magnificent hard surface until my bare feet landed in soft, smooth sand. Both imposing and inviting, this beach confronted me with a bold new construct of what a beach could be.




  But even more imposing and inviting than this wild, whimsical Welsh shoreline, John Henson, with his razor sharp intellect and breathtakingly fresh insights captured my mind and heart. We talked all that afternoon under a clear sunny sky and discussed scripture, church history, sexuality, family, politics, mental illness, gardening and Jesus. I marveled to discover a man so brilliant and well-educated with such a tender heart and delicate disposition. That one day on that one beach with John Henson and our diverse channels of conversation stimulated and fed me for many months. The memory still nourishes me today.




  John Henson causes people to think in new directions, to consider divergent views, and to feel afresh the impact of the Good News of Jesus. And this creates problems! For once his revolutionary insights and deliciously subversive words enter our minds, they demand a response. No simple academic comprehension will do.




  If you wish to remain unruffled in your view of the world, of scripture and of yourself, I STRONGLY RECOMMEND that you immediately put down The Bad Acts of the Apostles.




  But if you would embrace an adventure of thought, feeling and imagination, then like I did that fine summer day on the Southern coast of Wales, I urge you to run towards the crashing waves and dive right in. But remember, you have been warned.




  Peterson Toscano, a theatrical performance activist, a Quaker and a vegan, travels throughout North America and Europe stirring up trouble and thought with his one-person comedies.




  Introduction




  It was the second time I had climbed to the top of Pen-Y-Fan. I took with me two visitors to Wales. On the previous occasion I had been shown the way by another friend. Pen-Y-Fan is the highest mountain in South Wales, and from its height there is a glorious view encompassing all the counties of Wales as well as several counties of England. On a good day, Yr Wyddfa (Snowdon), the highest peak in all Wales, can be seen. From the top of Pen-Y-Fan run several rivulets that together merge, south of the mountain, to form the river Taf. As great a thrill as the view from the top, on the occasion of my first climb, was to drink the water direct from the spring that led to one of these streams. The taste was like to the nectar of the gods. I was relating this experience to my companions on my second visit as we started from the mountain pass at the bottom to follow the main stream upwards. It was a hot day and very nearly were we enticed to cup our hands in the stream and taste the waters that ran so close to their source. It was as well we did not, for just a few yards yonder we saw lying right across the stream the rotting carcass of a dead sheep attended by a coterie of dung flies. All the water below that level was being filtered through that grizzly lump of putrefaction.




  The Acts of the Apostles was written by Luke, the author of the Gospel. As it appears in the Christian scriptures, Acts forms a kind of sequel to the Gospel, as Luke’s reference at its beginning to ‘my first book’ seems to indicate. The traditional title, ‘The Acts of the Apostles’ is somewhat misleading, since only a few of the apostles get a look in. ‘Glimpses into the life of some of the very first Christians’ might serve as a title for the first part of the work; ‘The missionary journeys of Paul’ for the second half. Some see Acts as a description of the continuation of the ministry of Jesus through the Spirit. In the light of my experience on Pen-Y-Fan I would urge caution. To provide some kind of record of the earliest years of the first Christian communities was doubtless one of Luke’s motives. But this was probably second to his purpose of extolling the merits of his hero and mentor Paul, a controversial and far from universally loved figure at the time. To show the work of Paul to be equal to that of Rocky (Peter) was possibly the reason why the activities of Rocky are so well covered in the first part, so that Luke can draw very clear parallels between the careers of the two pioneers. Both escape from prison; both heal a disabled man; both bring someone back from the point of death; both convert a Roman officer – and so on. The other consideration that makes it misleading to regard Acts as a sequel to the Gospel is that the two works as we have them were probably not written in sequence. Scholars generally believe that Luke’s Gospel began as a shorter work including some of the material peculiar to Luke, some similar to that contained in Matthew, and some similar to that found in Mark. Luke then proceeded to write Acts. Sometime later the whole of Mark’s Gospel became available to him and he folded this additional material into his own gospel, only omitting where he already had material dealing with the same events. Thus instead of thinking of Luke as writing the Gospel and Acts in sequence, we must rather think of him as going from one to the other and back again, perhaps re-ordering and editing more than once. This is the way many of the great composers, including Beethoven, wrote their symphonies. This gave Luke, the highly competent author and shrewd thinker, opportunity to reflect on the correspondence between the work of Jesus and the subsequent progress of the Church. With such a wealth of material on the conduct and teachings of Jesus available to him, it would indeed be very surprising if Luke never asked the question, “How are the followers of Jesus measuring up to their teacher?”




  Until now Christians have always assumed that Luke’s purpose was to congratulate the ‘apostles’ on how well they were doing in being faithful to the intentions of Jesus, and to set forth a blueprint for the life of the Christian community for all time. The more I read Acts, the more I become convinced that this is not the case. Luke does recount many of the stories in Acts in accents of admiration and with a view to inspiring later generations. His account of the death of Steven leaps quickly to mind. But I have also come to notice that Luke sometimes seems to record events dispassionately, and in the case of others I detect veiled criticism. I feel sure that if the activities of the first Christians contrasted unfavourably with what he was noting down about the life and teachings of Jesus at the time, he would not approve, though it might not suit his purposes to criticise the church leaders too obviously since they were having a hard time of it striving to achieve some measure of discipline and combating emerging heresies. There are more than a few occasions recorded in Acts where the apostles deviated seriously from the clear intentions of Jesus. These Luke must surely have noticed and thus recorded them not in order to provide an example for us to follow, but as a warning as to how quickly a religious movement can be polluted, and how close to its source. There are other events that Luke recorded, about which he may not have come to such a severe judgement, but which we with hindsight and reflection may disapprove because we can see where they depart from Jesus, even if Luke could not. The fact that Luke has provided the evidence, however, makes him a party to our findings.




  This rather different approach to Acts has some serious implications. There are Christians who pride themselves on being ‘apostolic’. Their faith is founded foursquare on that of the apostles. Others have deviated! If, however, the apostles themselves deviated seriously in some respects from the intentions of Jesus, and if, to some extent, it was the purpose of Luke to demonstrate this, then being ‘apostolic’ or in an ‘apostolic succession’ is no great shakes! Paul converted Luke, and it was Paul who wrote, ‘The bricklayer must be careful to build up from the foundation already in place. No one should try to replace it with another. The foundation is Jesus, God’s Chosen.’ (Paul’s first letter to Corinth 3:11.) This follows on from a passage in which Paul specifically warns of the dangers of founding the Church on its first leaders. ‘What’s so big about Ray or Paul? We’re only helpers, doing the job God has given us. I put the plants in the pots, and Ray came along with the watering can. It was God who got the plants to grow. The one who pots and the one who waters, are nothing compared with the gardener who produces the plants.’(Ray = Apollos, after ‘Apollo’ the sun god.)




  Although it is far from easy to trace the stream back to its pure source in Jesus, since the documents we possess were written by disciples or disciples of disciples, we can never be satisfied with a Christianity that behaves in ways Jesus would not approve. Only when the actions of Rocky and Paul and the other apostles are true to the example set by their Leader, should we strive to imitate them. If they fail to display the mind of Jesus, we must, as Jesus did, tell them to ‘get out of our sight’. (Matthew 16: 23 NIV)




  Chapter One




  “DO IT NOW, LORD!”




  ‘At a time when they were all together, the helpers asked Jesus, “Leader, are you now going to give political power back to the Jewish people?” Jesus said, “The future course of the world’s history is none of your business! It’s a matter for the Loving God. Your job, when God’s Spirit gives you confidence, will be to stand up for me in Jerusalem and the surrounding district, in Samaria and all over the world.” Soon after Jesus said this, the friends watched him go up the mountain and disappear among the clouds. As they were straining to get a last look at Jesus going on his way, a couple of people wearing bright clothes came up to them and said, “What are you folk from Galilee looking up there for? You’ve only lost sight of Jesus for a while. He’ll come back the way he went, and he’ll still be the same Jesus!”Luke Part Two (Acts) 1:6.




  Jesus said, “If the leaders of your community tell you God’s New World is in the sky, you’ll know they’ve got it wrong. That’s where the birds will discover the New World! To say the New World is in the sky is as silly as saying it’s under the sea. That’s where the fish will discover it! In fact, God’s New World has no precise location. It’s to be found inside you and all around you.” Thought-Provoking Sayings (Gospel of Thomas) chapter 1.




  The very first example of criticism by Luke of the apostles is clearly so. Is he perhaps introducing a theme for much that is to follow? Before Jesus parts from his friends for the last time, they pose the question, “Leader, are you now going to give political power back to the Jewish people?” Nothing could be more damning than this question as an indication of how little the disciples of Jesus had paid attention to their lessons. Jesus had just spent three years trying to explain that ‘God’s New World’ (The Kingdom) is not to be understood as it was popularly understood at that time, in terms of military might and political authority. Jesus had sorted things out in his own mind at the beginning of his ministry in the soul-searching experience in the desert, as Luke knew. That experience set Jesus on a train of thought that enabled him later to assure his followers that it is useless to speculate when or where God’s New World will come about, for this New World is already “among you” or “inside you”. (The Greek can mean either and probably means both.) When they persisted in arguing about who should be considered the greatest among them, Jesus did not just counsel humility but ruled against aspirations of power based on the example of successful earthly monarchs. (Luke 22: 24-26) Jesus’ special helpers (apostles), at his physical parting from them, still did not grasp the idea that God’s Chosen (Messiah) and, by implication, his community, were to govern themselves according to the pattern of the ‘Servant’ described by the prophet of Babylon in the Hebrew scriptures. (Luke 18: 31-34) The way the disciples put their question, the whole tone and feel of it, suggests that it was some kind of obvious triumph they were after. They also assumed that this triumph was to be for the exclusive enjoyment of their own nation. Jesus had sought to teach them otherwise. “People will come down the wide roads from every part of the world to be at the big party to celebrate God’s New World. Those now thought of as no-hopers will have the best seats, whereas those who think they deserve special status will be lucky to get a seat at all.” (Luke 13:29)




  Three hours would probably have not been enough for Jesus to put the disciples right if they had failed to get the message in three years. Luke’s opinion we have no need to guess at. After all, he was Greek. He simply records the curt and dismissive reply of Jesus, “The future course of the world’s history is none of your business! It is a matter for the Loving God.” The question of the apostles was out of order. It always is, even when we substitute, “we, the true and faithful Christians” for Israel. Luke then pointedly records the prediction of Jesus that his friends will promote his cause to every part of the world. There is more to God’s New World than Israel, or ‘New Israel’.




  The question about God’s New World must have seemed to Luke more than an innocent enquiry about dates. The question was insidious. It was set to undermine the very basis of the ministry of Jesus. That ministry had begun, according to Luke, with a sermon in which Jesus had used the prophet of Babylon (Isaiah 61) as his manifesto.




  “God’s Spirit has inspired me


  to bring the poor good news;


  She tells me, ‘Get the blind to see,


  Bust the jails and set folk free;


  God’s arms are open lovingly.’ ”




  (Luke 4: 16-21)




  Nothing could be further from this manifesto than the triumphant political vindication of Israel implied by the disciples’ question. Jesus had proceeded in that sermon to cite from the pages of history the single mother of Lebanon and Norman the Syrian leper as examples of God’s grace to people of other lands, for which extremity Jesus was nearly thrown over a cliff top. It is not credible that Luke, of all people, could fail to notice the difference between the commencement of the ministry of Jesus and that of his disciples. Jesus proclaimed a universal new society based on justice and compassion. His disciples were reverting to a narrow and vindictive nationalism. The first heresy was the heresy of ‘Triumphalism’ rampant in so many of the choruses sung nowadays. The originators of this heresy were the apostles!




  I want to tell you now about my one and only visit to Bury St. Edmunds. It was one of those rare single occasions in my life that have affected my theology. I visited a holy place and came back having progressed, I trust, in my understanding of God. I hope St. Edmund is pleased.




  It was a Spring Bank holiday and I was staying with a friend of mine in the Baptist ministry in north London. We decided to avoid a day out in London and to make instead for the fresh air and green fields of Suffolk. We got into the car without any clear plan of where we were going and arrived about lunchtime at Bury St. Edmunds, somewhere I had never been before, nor my friend either, I think. We parked in a street car park just opposite the entrance to the ruins of the old abbey. We had just locked the car door and were about to cross the road for the abbey when around the corner to our right came the beginnings of what was to prove a long procession. They were people of all ages, many of them young, divided into succeeding groups with banners. The first banner announced to us that these were the Baptists of Suffolk making for a venue where they were to hold a rally. The other banners had been made to identify the various individual churches or groups represented. My friend suggested that we position ourselves behind the car since he could already see one or two faces he recognized. Since our purpose on that Bank holiday was to have a day off, he did not want us to be drawn into the event. The number of Baptists mustered for the occasion was impressive. The procession went on and on. But I was not impressed by the nature of this Christian act of witness. I became more and more agitated as the procession progressed. There were many other on-lookers, but nothing in the procession attracted us to it. The marchers hardly looked at us, so there was no need to hide behind the car. They were noticeably self-absorbed. Nobody shouted ‘hello’ or ‘good morning’ to us or ‘God bless you in the name of Jesus’. Nobody was handing out leaflets. Most of the onlookers, unlike ourselves, did not even have the advantage of knowing what a Baptist was. The marchers were singing songs of triumph from their chorus books. One I recognized has the oft-repeated phrase, “Our God Reigns”. It comes from a good Advent song, but it is a pity the songwriter so frequently uses the phrase “Our God Reigns”, since the original scripture text is “Your God Reigns”. The inclusive invitation of the Hebrew prophet is thus twisted to serve as watchword of an exclusive and possessive Church. The enthusiastic songsters sounded just like the supporters of a winning football team. “We are the Champions.” Whatever their intentions, to the outside observer, as I was that day, these people seemed out to show us how many there were of them. Like marches of a more political nature, it was a demonstration of strength by numbers. Sorry, Baptists of Suffolk, I could not applaud you as you passed along, though I’m sure you are good people and love Jesus. I simply describe truthfully how I felt that day.




  The procession at last over, we were able to cross the road and visit the abbey ruins. These are extensive but I’m never very impressed by ruins and besides we have so many splendid ruins to choose from in my native land of Wales. However, something memorable happened while we were sitting in a small enclosure facing an attractive flowerbed, eating our packed lunch. We were visited by a blackbird. We quickly noticed there was something wrong with him. He had injured one of his wings in some way and was unable to fly. He fluttered helplessly around the garden, not able to get himself more than a foot off the ground. Then suddenly he stopped quite near us and looked at us. He then opened his mouth and forth came the full flow of his beautiful blackbird song. It was a spine chilling experience. He seemed to be saying. Alright, you’ve noticed, I can’t fly, but I can still sing. He seemed to me to be saying something about the Resurrection, about life from the dead, about the strength that is born out of weakness. Any time he might be caught by a cat. He was so vulnerable. His was not the strength in numbers claimed by the marchers. But I found his song much sweeter.




  After we had rested we made for the large church beside the abbey ruins. It was one of three churches that had originally been attached to the abbey, two only surviving. This large one had become the Cathedral. We had a look around the cathedral, which was just a large church converted for the purpose. One thing puzzled us. Everywhere the church or town was mentioned on a notice board, it was not Bury St. Edmunds, but St. Edmundsbury. As we were going out we decided to ask the verger at the door if he could offer an explanation. “Ah”, he said, “that’s a very important distinction. St. Edmondsbury is the correct name for the town. In the old days, when the town was an important religious centre and a place of pilgrimage, the abbey ruled the town. The church imposed lots of restrictions on town life and levied taxes. When under Henry VIII the abbey was abolished the people of the town and district were very pleased about it and jokingly said, ‘We’re going to bury St. Edmunds!’ The name stuck.” Then a big grin came over the verger’s face and he said, “But, you see, we’ve won! Our abbey church has become a cathedral and you see the bishop’s chair up the front. And a wealthy American is going to pay for us to have a spire so that everyone can see we’ve a cathedral for miles around. WE’VE WON!”




  For the second time of the day I felt very uncomfortable and that I did not have a lot in common with my fellow-Christian. “We’ve won!” Is that what it’s about? “Our God reigns!” It wasn’t difficult, as a history graduate, with the Tudor period my favourite, to imagine what an oppressive presence the abbey church had been to the people of that town. What an indictment that they were glad to see the abbey disappear and much of it reduced to ruins. What an indictment that church and townsfolk were such bitter rivals, and rivals still, it would seem. How sorry I was, when I thought about it, that the verger did not tell me what the cathedral was doing for the community in the name of Jesus. Were there homeless in Bury St. Edmunds? If so, was the church doing anything to help? What was it doing for young people? What for the elderly? What for those needing counseling and befriending? More than likely something was being done and still being done. But all the verger could tell me was, “We’ve won!”




  Very early in the history of the Christian Church the event of the Ascension became linked to some of the psalms in the Hebrew Scriptures. These psalms are known as “Psalms of Ascent”. They celebrate the annual procession of the Ark of the Covenant to Jerusalem. The King of Glory comes to his throne. There he sits in state and triumphs over his enemies. The enemies are, of course, foreign foes, enemies of the state. The procession and ritual enthroning of God, very like that of an eastern potentate, was an exercise in self-confidence for the team.




  This is the line the church has taken down the ages when it celebrates the Ascension. Jesus, the King of Glory, is going up in triumph to his eternal throne. There he reigns for ever and ever, ensuring victory for his people.




  ‘He sits at God’s right hand till all his foes submit,




  And bow at his command, and fall beneath his feet.”




  Is this what Jesus had in mind when he said, “Those who humble themselves will be exalted.”; “the first shall be last and the last shall be first”; “the one who wishes to be great among you must be the everybody’s slave.” ?? When we sing hymns and choruses about power and majesty and dominion and authority, do we have the same mindset as the one whose throne was a cross, and who wore a crown of thorns? Are we in line with the one whose arms stretch out to embrace not the few, but all? The one who does not boast of success like St. Edmund’s verger, but sings in his weakness like St. Edmund’s blackbird.




  Jesus Comes




  (1) Jesus comes with streamers flying,


  Once as friend of outcasts killed;


  Crowds of keen supporters with him,


  Mouths with joyful laughter filled:


  Loudly cheering (x3)


  Ears and eyes and hearts are thrilled.




  (2) There’s no mistaking this time round;


  Perfect love now understood;


  We who spat and sent him bound,


  Broken, to a cross of wood,


  Truly sorry (x3)


  Glad that wrath is not his mood.




  (3) Dare we look or shyly glance


  At that body full of grace?


  Marks of thorns and nails and lance,


  Sorrow lingering on his face?


  Brightly smiling! (x3)


  All our anxious fears give place.




  4) Humble Jesus, same as ever,


  Spurns a throne of grand design;


  Loving always, judging never;


  Towel and basin still the sign;


  You will be with us (x3)


  When we greet the end of time.




  (5) Merriment and quiet worship


  Mingle as we work and wait;


  For it is no tyrant lordship


  We with dread anticipate;


  Ours is the hurry (x3)


  He’ll be not a moment late.




  (After Charles Wesley. Tune: Helmsley.)




  Chapter Two




  WHY ARE WE WAITING?




  On one occasion, there were about a hundred and twenty people in the room. Rocky stood up to make a speech. He said, “Friends, you can’t stop the Old Books coming true. God’s Spirit spoke through David and foresaw that Judas would help to get Jesus arrested.Judas was one of us and assisted us in God’s work.” (You may like to know what happened to Judas. He bought a field with the money he was given for betraying Jesus. He had a bad fall there and was fatally injured. When the people of Jerusalem got to hear about it, they called his field “The Bloody Field”.)Rocky went on, “One of our songs goes like this,




  ‘His house will be empty,


  Its owner gone:


  And his job will be going too...’




  We need a replacement to join us in the job of convincing people Jesus is alive. It must be someone who belonged to our group all the time Jesus our Leader shared his life with us, from the time John was dipping in the river, to the day Jesus went out of our sight up the mountain.” There were two candidates, Joseph (sometimes known as ‘Honest Joe’) and Matt. Then they spoke to God like this, “God, you know what each of us is really like inside. Show us who you’d like to have in this special job, which Judas gave up to go his own way.” Then they put the names in a bag and Matt’s name was picked out. He joined the other eleven friends of Jesus with special duties.Luke Part Two (Acts) 1: 15-26.




  According to Luke, when Jesus addressed his followers for the last time, he included one clear, unmistakable instruction.




  “Don’t go away from Jerusalem. Wait till you get what my Parent means to give you. I’ve talked about it before. John dipped people in water, but in a matter of days you’ll be drenched with God’s Spirit.” (Luke Part 2:4)




  Dutifully they returned to Jerusalem and to the room that was their headquarters, possibly the ‘Upper Room’ where they had shared a special meal with Jesus on his betrayal night. That was the easy bit. But wait for the Spirit’s guidance they did not. Rocky stood up to make a speech. This agrees with the character of Rocky as we know it from the gospels, including Luke. “Leader, I’m ready to go to prison with you, and to die by your side!” (22:33) Hasty and ill considered words- we know the sequel. Rocky was an impatient man. He seems to have lacked the ability to contemplate at any length, or to weigh his words. Inaction was a torment to him. Instead of waiting for the promised guidance of God’s Spirit, he proposed there and then to have an election for the vacancy caused by the defection and death of Judas. Were it not for the advice of Jesus to wait, the idea would seem a sensible one. There had been a breach in their ranks. It is not bad to use a lull in activity to repair defences, to polish up the organization and to prepare for the next stage. It is possible, however, to view the outcome as a mistake. In view of Luke’s championship of Paul in the second half of 2Luke, there is more than a hint as to who Luke thought should be the twelfth apostle. But at the time of the election Paul had not even been converted. Precisely! Considerations of issues without the guidance of the Spirit is equivalent to confining the discussion within known categories. The demands of the Gentile mission, for example, could not at this stage be guessed at, nor the sort of qualifications that would be required.




  The disciples in the Upper Room were right in turning to prayer and in studying the scriptures. But without opening the window of imagination the Spirit provides, prayer is likely to be directed towards fixed and rigid requests, and the interpretation of scripture will be prejudiced. The prayer had to do with ‘which candidate?’ rather than ‘should we be doing this at all?’ The interpretation of scripture is lurid. Rocky chose to expound for the occasion two of the most vindictive psalms – 69 and 109 – which call for vengeance upon the enemy. There was nothing unusual about the literalist picking of texts out of context. Jesus had done the same, though with a unique sensitivity as to the original meaning. (For example, he understood that the story of Sodom had to do with a breach of hospitality.) What is at issue is not Rocky’s use of texts in a time-honored way, but his choice of texts and the lack of the spirit of Jesus the choice displayed. The teaching of Jesus that we should love our enemies (1Luke 6: 27) made it inappropriate to choose texts expressing hatred to enemies to make a point. The psalm that Jesus chose to express his feelings about Judas- Psalm 41- expresses sorrow at the betrayal of a friend and depression caused by the attacks of enemies, but is notable in that it contains not the slightest hint of vindictiveness. Rocky chose his psalms because of the way he was feeling, and the way he was feeling meant he was not in a fit state to make decisions or guide others as to the mind of Jesus. If for no other reason, Rocky should have obeyed the Leader’s command to wait, in order to let his poisonous, and in view of his own record, hypocritical feelings towards Judas subside. Love for your enemies is the hardest of Christian exercises and we must not be too down on Rocky on that score. But to turn the heat on someone else (who is not there to reply), in order to cover up your own weaknesses, is a particularly nasty way of behaving, though by no means uncommon. ‘Those who have most to hide shout loudest.’ It is difficult to absolve Rocky from such behavior, and Luke is not sparing with the evidence.




  Perhaps a minor matter, but worth commenting on, is the method these first Christians used to choose the new apostle. They drew lots. It is significant that not even the most enthusiastic claimants of strict apostolic practice use this method of making decisions (it would speed up the process of choosing a new Pope, wouldn’t it?).The apostles’ method of reaching a decision on this occasion (we do not hear of it again) is a symptom of the lack of confidence that what they were doing was right in the first place. How it operated we do not know. Perhaps the disciples reverted to the use of ‘Urim and Thummim’, as per the ancient Israelite priests. These may have been two stones, one for ‘yes’ and one for ‘no’, placed in a bag, which was then asked the appropriate questions. Needless to say (Luke did not need to say it), there is no reference to any such practice when Jesus chose his friends. (1Luke 6:12)




  We cannot help feeling sorry for Matt. It was not his fault he was put upon in the way he was. A lucky escape for ‘Honest Jo’, too! We do not hear of them ever again, like some of the chapel deacons I recall being chosen too hastily to make up the numbers. However, for all we know, they may have been true and life-long friends of Jesus. Was Paul intended by the Spirit to be the twelfth apostle? Luke probably thought so. Perhaps it should have been Maggie, traditionally known as Mary Magdala, which may mean ‘Mary the Magnificent’ or ‘Mary the Great’, since a place called ‘Magdala’ has never been located. Maggie was the first witness of the Resurrection. To be a witness of the Resurrection was regarded as the prime qualification for apostleship. In the words of Robert Runcie, Archbishop of Canterbury, seeking to convince his timorous Church of the scriptural basis for women priests, she was ‘the Apostle to the apostles’. Luke pointedly mentions that the women were present on this occasion, ‘praying’ (presumably out loud, since silent prayer was a resource not yet developed). They were in the same room as the men, not excluded or sectioned off as in the synagogues, the worship places familiar to them. If only the disciples had waited for the Spirit, the prejudice against a woman apostle would have been overcome. Paul performed his vital work with or without his apostolic hat. (He reckoned he had one!) Maggie performed her important work too, with or without the title of apostle. A salutary reminder of the irrelevance of ecclesiastical appointments! Christians get so worked up about who will be the next Archbishop; so do the media; so do Ladbrokes – an interesting link with the apostolic world! The Spirit always has an alternative scale of priorities, based on a wider vision. Remember Francis of Assisi, and Julian of Norwich, and George Fox and William Booth?




  The worst aspect of this incident from ‘The Bad Acts of the Apostles’ is the motivation revealed in the mind of Rocky and presumably in the minds of at least some of the others. It was a ritual to exorcise the ghost of Judas more than anything else. The passage makes very difficult reading in the context of a Christian service of worship. It is ‘X’ certificate – it is so un-Christian. Did Luke mean it to strike us in this way? His second book begins with the apostles displaying a vindictive nationalism, which we can be sure that, as an internationalist, Luke did not approve. The apostles follow this almost immediately with a vindictive act against the memory of a man loved by Jesus, but hated by them in that he represented their own betrayal. Luke can hardly have approved of that either. It is not a very promising picture he paints of the beginnings of the Christian Church!




  Come, Leader dear




  (1) Come, Leader dear, and make your home


  In every open mind and heart;


  We seek your joy and peace to know


  And in your New World play our part.




  (2) We need imagination’s key,


  The human touch, the lover’s zeal;


  Then we the contours of your love


  Will know, though tongue can never tell.




  (3) Now may the God whose love extends


  Beyond the grasp of any mind,


  Be known in beauty recognized


  In every type of humankind.




  (After Isaac Watts ‘Come dearest Lord…’ v 3 may be used on its own as a parting ‘blessing’.




  Chapter Three




  PENTECOST SERMON




  This was the cue for Rocky to stand up where he could be seen, with the other eleven special friends around him. He shouted to the crowd, “My own people, and everyone here in Jerusalem, if you listen carefully, I’ll explain what’s going on. We haven’t been drinking; it’s only nine in the morning! What Joel said in his book is coming true:




  One day,’ says God, ‘I will fill every living thing in a special way. My Spirit will move your children to speak for me; she will excite teenagers with new ideas and give old people dreams about the future. Even those who have no rights, my favorites, will be full of me and speak my words.There will be earth-shattering events. The sun will be eclipsed and the moon appear red, as signs of God’s coming among us. Then anyone who acknowledges God will be healed.’




  My people, listen to me: I’m going to tell you about Jesus from Nazareth, someone you remember being impressed by, because God did great things through him, proving he was God’s agent. He fell into your hands. God knew that was going to happen and made plans. You used foreigners to kill Jesus by hanging him on a cross. But God knew that was going to happen and made plans. You used the Romans to kill Jesus, by hanging him on a cross. But God brought him back to life forever. Death couldn’t hold him down. One of the songs David sang has words which could be Jesus talking:




  ‘God, I follow you,


  You’re with me all the time;


  Nothing breaks my back,


  Always feeling fine.


  Sing a song of joy;


  Future holds no fears;


  You will not let me rot,


  Nor give my loved-ones tears.


  You’ve told me what life’s all about:


  With you I’ll always sing and shout.’
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