
Trinity Presbyterian Church of Surfside Beach – May 10, 2020 – Livestream 
 

THE GATHERING OF GOD'S PEOPLE 
 

Welcome, Announcements, and Service Notes 

The Session is meeting today on ZOOM in a called meeting to finalize a grant request to New Harmony 

Presbytery for funding to purchase equipment to improve the quality of both the audio and video of this 

Livestream, the Session will also be giving approval for the painting of the sanctuary and narthex.  In your 

email this week you received a list of supplies that B&G is looking to borrow or have donated – we need to add 

to that list a 32 foot extension ladder, if you have access to such a ladder and we could borrow it for the rest of 

the month, please let Ed Oskandy know. 
 

Members of the Building & Grounds Committee have been hard a work these last couple of weeks, trimming 

trees and bushes all around the property.  I thank them for their efforts, the place is looking great.  The Building 

& Grounds Committee is having a meeting on Tuesday at 10 a.m. in the Church Parking Lot. 
 

Tunes on Tuesday this week will be a trio of musicians, Diana Scroggins, Julie O’Connell, and Stephen 

Williams.  Look for the program live at 11:00, or find it later on our Facebook page or the church website.  We 

are aware was an issue with videos on the website for users of the web browser Safari, it has been resolved and 

you should now be able to hear those videos. 
 

Happy Mother’s Day, the flowers today were given by the Worship Committee in Honor and Loving Memory 

of the mothers in and of this congregation. For all the mothers who are still with us, and for those who have 

gone to be with Jesus, we give thanks today. For all those who mothered us, some in addition to our own 

mothers, some in place of absent mothers, we recognize you, and give thanks for you. For all women who have 

been figures of grace and love in our lives, your example has been meaningful to us. During this time of 

physical distance, we wish we could be nearer to our mothers (and our children to us!). We pray that this day 

brings phone calls and cards, love and light, your way, mothers and mothering women. We love you! 
 

Prelude  Great Is Thy Faithfulness 

Call to Worship & Prayer of the Day 

Friends in Christ, let us gather together with glad and generous hearts. 

For many signs and wonders are being done among us. 

Let us give what we can to all who have needs so that all people, no matter who they are, 

May regard us and the Gospel of Christ with good will. 

Let us devote ourselves to our prayers and to that Gospel. 

For in this way God will add to our community of faith every day. 
 

Hymn    For All the Faithful Women     NYLAND 

Call to Confession 

Whoever believes in Christ will not be put to shame.  Confident in this promise, let us confess our sin before 

God and one another.  Let us pray. 
 

Corporate Prayer of Confession (unison) 

Almighty God, your Word offers freedom from sin, but we confess that we have not obeyed our Word.  

We have harbored malice toward our enemies; we have been deceitful in our relationships; we have been 

insincere in our commitments; through gossip we have slandered our friends.  Forgive us our sins and 

lead us to genuine repentance.  Help your children long for your pure, spiritual milk that we may grow 

into the joy of salvation through Jesus Christ.  Amen. 
(Moment for Silent Reflection) 

Declaration of Forgiveness & The Peace of Christ 

Friends in Christ, once you were not a people, but now you are God’s people; 

Once you had not received mercy, but not you have received mercy. 

In the name of Jesus Christ we are forgiven, alleluia!  Amen. 

May the Peace of Christ be with you. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ixIIrUIfd2I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I4sediyD4-4


 

THE WORD OF GOD READ AND PROCLAIMED 
 

First New Testament Lesson Acts 7: 54 – 8:3 

When the High Priest and the Council heard [Stephen’s testimony to Gospel of Jesus Christ], 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!” 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. And Saul approved of their killing him. 
 

That day a severe persecution began against the church in Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scattered 

throughout the countryside of Judea and Samaria. Devout men buried Stephen and made loud lamentation over 

him. But Saul was ravaging the church by entering house after house; dragging off both men and women, he 

committed them to prison. 
 

Psalmody Psalm 25 I Lift My Soul to You, O God  Arr. Bell  
 

Gospel Lesson   1 Corinthians 15: 3 – 10  

For I handed on to you as of first importance what I in turn had received: that Christ died for our sins in 

accordance with the scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day in accordance 

with the scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than five 

hundred brothers and sisters at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have died. Then he appeared 

to James, then to all the apostles. Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to me. For I am the least 

of the apostles, unfit to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. But by the grace of God I 

am what I am, and his grace toward me has not been in vain. On the contrary, I worked harder than any of 

them—though it was not I, but the grace of God that is with me. 
 

Sermon   Raised Up to More Rev. Anthony L. Larson 

Who knew that being a waiter could be so dangerous?  Yet that was essentially the role that was assigned to 

Stephen in the sixth chapter of the Acts of the Apostles, a waiter.  Technically, he was the first deacon of the 

Church of Jesus Christ, who shortly became its first martyr, the first of Christ’s ordinary followers to follow his 

shepherd to the slaughter. 
 

Stephen was not one of the Twelve.  His name wasn’t even on the ballot in the election to replace Judas as the 

12th Apostle.  As the early church grew a conflict arose, the gentile Christians complained that Gentile widows 

were not receiving as much food as Jewish widows were getting.  Clearly was a situation that need to be 

addressed before it threatened the unity of the early church – BUT – the Twelve Apostles were clear, “we have 

more important things to do that ‘wait on tables’ – the Apostles were going to stay focused on preaching and 

teaching, the Deacons could feed the widows and the poor.   
 

Perhaps Stephen didn’t display an aptitude for leadership, his test scores were middling at best, and he didn’t 

interview well.  What does seem clear from Acts is that Stephen was a trustworthy and faithful Christian who 

everyone knew could be relied upon to distribute food to those who were hungry without showing partiality or 

favoritism – if you were hungry, you were fed, and no matter who you were, you received just as much food as 

everyone else.  So he was the first to be elected as a Deacon. 
 

We know from the historical record that the practice of feeding and caring for widows, orphans, the poor, and 

the sick regardless of whether they were Jew or Gentile, male of female, slave or free, member or non-member, 

did two things.  First, it caused great growth in the church as people were moved by the Spirit to be a part of a 

faith community demonstrated God’s love in such direct and indiscriminate ways; and second – the growth of 

the church through its radical acts of loving-kindness challenged and threatened other faith communities and 

even governments. Some have suggested this is what got Stephen in trouble, as a Deacon of church, full of faith 

and the Holy Spirit he cared for the poor with such devotion it grew the church pulling members away from the 



Synagogue of the Freedmen, and so they determined to stop him.  The first Christian martyr comes not from 

those charged with preaching the Word, but from those feeding the hungry and caring for the least without 

discrimination. 
 

This is a lesson from the early church, that the contemporary church will need to remember in the days ahead, 

20 million jobs have been lost in a matter of weeks, some of those jobs will come back quickly, new 

employment opportunities will be created as the world adjust to a new normal, but some will be unable to find 

employment for weeks, months, or even years and will need the church to embody Christ who promised to be 

found among the least of these. 
 

Others have read the language of Acts 6, that Stephen was “full of faith and the Holy Spirit” and “full of grace 

and power” and that he “did great wonders and signs” as an indication that perhaps Stephen missed his 

Apostolic calling after all, and that he made a terrible deacon because as hard as he tried, he couldn’t just 

humbly serve, Barbara Brown Taylor puts it this way, 
 

“Making sack lunches for the widows of Jerusalem turned out to be the least of Stephen’s gifts…all the grace 

and power that [the Holy Spirit] poured into him spilled over as signs and wonders.  Luke doesn’t give us any 

details [and] maybe Stephen really tried to keep a low profile.  Maybe he was just handing some her lunch one 

day when he healed her by mistake.  Maybe he only meant to stir the soup, not the Spirit, but the Spirit was 

upon him, it lit him up, and [people] could not take their eyes off him…so they [rounded him up] and brought 

charges against him.”i 
 

I am inclined to believe that while Stephen’s actions irritated and provoked the critics and foes of the early 

Church – it was what he said that ultimately motivated them to move against him with such force and violence.  

Acts 6 tells us that when those from the Synagogue of the Freedman first confronted Stephen they came to 

argue with him, but, “they could not withstand the wisdom and the Spirit with which he spoke.”ii  It reminds me 

of what they said about Jesus, “he taught as one who had authority, and not as their teachers of the law.”iii Once 

I made that connection it became, “pretty hard to deny that this is what Christian success looks like: not 

converting people to our way of thinking; not having the oldest, prettiest church in town; not even going out of 

our way to be kind and generous, but telling the truth so clearly that some people want to kill us for it.”iv  In a 

time when truth is under assault, we are called to remember that one of the Great Ends of the Church is, “the 

preservation of the Truth.”   
 

Our lectionary reading picked up the story with Stephen preparing for his death. Luke uses this incident to 

display the cruciform pattern of discipleship. Those who follow Jesus bear witness to him by imitating his own 

peaceful self-sacrifice. 
 

Like Jesus, Stephen is attacked by an angry crowdv and taken out of the city. In his last words, Stephen 

commends his spirit to Jesus, just as Jesus commended his to the Father, and just as the psalmist commended 

his own suffering to God. Echoes build upon echoes in this text, reminding us that faithful suffering has always 

been part of the calling for God's people. As Stephen prays for his enemies and forgives his attackers, "Lord, do 

not hold this against them," we hear the words of Jesus rattling in our ears, "Father, forgive them"vi. 
 

In Acts 6 & 7, we see Stephen, who wasn’t even in the running to be an Apostle preaching with conviction, 

bearing witness to Jesus Christ, and imitating Christ’s own willingness to love his enemies to the end.  Stephen, 

who was tasked with “waiting tables” was certainly given the words to preachvii when they were needed.  

Stephen, through the gift of faith and the power of Christ at work in him was raised up to more than anyone 

imagined he could be.  In Christ he was more than met the eye. 
 

The scene of Stephen’s violent martyrdom is also the place in Scripture where we are introduced to Saul the 

Pharisee who will become Paul the Apostle.  Saul was present at the stoning of Stephen, the witnesses laid their 

coats at his feet, and Luke makes clear that Saul approved of the execution.viii  Actually, the killing of Stephen 

seems to have launched a major persecution of the early church and young Saul was an enthusiastic participant, 

“ravaging the church by entering house after house; dragging off both men and women, he committed them to 

prison.”ix  



 

It’s a detail about Paul that I am occasionally guilty of forgetting.  Saul, who became Paul, has the blood of 

Stephen on his hands, on his heart – and not only Stephen, but other Christians who fell into Saul’s grasp.  

Which is precisely what Saul was headed to Damascus to do, hunt down Christians, capture them and bring 

them to Jerusalem for trial.  What happened to Saul on the road to Damascus is remember, so much so that, any 

sort of sudden change, reform, or conversion is referred to as a Damascus Road moment or experience.  The 

Risen Christ appeared to Saul, he fell to ground, was blinded by the light, and for three days sat in darkness 

until Christ sent Ananias to him to confirm the revelation and guide Saul into his new life in Christ, where Saul 

become Paul a new creation. 
 

As much as I tend to forget – or want to forget – Paul’s violent past, to his credit Paul never did.  As we heard in 

his letter to the Corinthians, Paul reminds them, “For I am the least of the apostles, unfit to be called an apostle, 

because I persecuted the church of God. But by the grace of God I am what I am, and God’s grace toward me 

has not been in vain. [As hard as I worked] it was not I, but the grace of God that is with me. 
 

As with so many instruments of God’s grace… 

Noah was a drunk 

Jacob had a habit of swindling his family 

Moses murdered an Egyptian overseer and fled the country, and even when leading God’s people his temper 

seemed to flair quick and hot 

The priest Eli was a failure as a father 

King Saul struggled with depression and paranoia and ultimately took his own life 

King David committed adultery, tried to cover it up, and then sent the wronged soldier back to the battle bearing 

orders that would end his wife 

…and those are just SOME of the men who behaved badly or struggled with deep seated flaws in their character 

and who yet were integral in carrying forward the story of God’s covenantal love. 
 

On this mother’s day, I will spare you the list of biblical women who behaved badly… 
 

As with so many instruments of God’s grace, Paul… 
 

Paul who participated in the murder of Stephen and led the persecution of the church…Paul who suffered from 

a thorn in his flesh…Paul who confessed that he could not understand why he did things that were not right, 

why he did things that he hated…Paul about whom it was said, his letters are forceful, but in person his 

presence is weak, and his sermons are awful. 
 

God saw in Paul, as God saw in so many others someone who could be raised up, who could be a new creation, 

a instrument capable of bringing the Good News of God in Christ to the Gentiles. 
 

God saw in Stephen, God saw in Paul, God saw in so many ancestors of the faith more than the sum of their 

talents and flaws. 
 

Andrew Taylor-Troutman was a seminary colleague of mine and he now serves as Pastor of the Chapel in the 

Pines Presbyterian Church near Chapel Hill, NC.  He wrote a reflection a couple years ago that gets to the heart 

of all this. 
 

Andrew reflects, “When I was 11, I was small for my age. Adults at church said that I would grow into my feet, 

although I rarely gave any thought to the future. [That year I was sent to] summer camp, where I spent most of 

the week in the woods behind the basketball courts, building rock forts with my new friend, Eli.  
 

Eli sat next to me in the cafeteria as we pushed food around on our plates. Both of us were homesick, a fact we 

recognized in each other and so had no need to talk about it. Not talking about it helped to keep the sob in the 

back of your throat. We shoved up from the cafeteria table and pressed on. We canoed and crafted God’s-eyes 

and hiked to the plateau where we dutifully roasted marshmallows. I remember he ate the chocolate separately. 

We did not sing around the campfire. That was for the girls. 
 



We retreated into the woods every afternoon during free time. It was cooler there; or, maybe just a relief. 

Wouldn’t it be cool to build a fort? Eli had the idea to stack the rocks. Once the wall got three stones high, the 

poor placement of the next one would cause the whole thing to come a-tumblin’ down like the walls of Jericho, 

as in the campfire song. But Eli and I kept at it. By midweek, we had four walls with a roof of leafy branches 

we’d broken off trees. We had left an opening in the back wall so that we could crawl through on our stomachs. 

Once inside, we could both fit if we pulled our knees to our chests. We’d peek out from the foliage and catch a 

glimpse of the long-legged, lipstick-wearing packs of the female species roaming the asphalt, vaguely alluring 

but certainly threatening. 
 

For two decades, Andrew had not thought about that summer at camp.  Then he was given a newspaper clipping 

and he learned that Eli’s father had murdered his second wife in their bed, then turned the gun on himself. It fell 

to Eli to write the obituary. 
 

Andrew said, “Eli was candid about his father’s mental illness. Eli wrote that he believed his dad had awoken in 

the night overcome with paranoia. This crime was not premeditated. His father was sick. His actions were 

deranged. Eli was also straightforward about the fact that his father owned several guns and kept them loaded at 

all times. Memorial gifts were to be directed to local resources that provided mental health services. 

But then, at the very end, Eli turned philosophical. Eli stated that his father’s life should not be remembered 

solely for how it ended, he mused that no human being should be reduced to a single act — We are all more 

than our tragedies and our triumphs.x 
 

Friend, we are all more than our tragedies and our triumphs. The stories of Stephen and Paul confirm this, along 

with so many other of our predecessors in the faith. 
 

Friends, even when we cannot see it, we can trust that God sees us as more than our tragedies and triumphs, 

God sees the potential in us to be raised up to more – more faithfulness, more love enacted, more kindness and 

compassion.  God sees us as more than the sum of our tragedies and triumphs. 
 

It is also want parental love does at its very best, a parent sees their child as more than the sum of their tragedies 

and triumphs.  On this Mother’s Day, it is good to remember our mothers – mothers from birth or mothers who 

chose us – and where they were able to see us as more than the sum of our tragedies and triumphs, to raise us up 

to be more than that sum, to nurture in us faith, hope, and love – then in such mothering love we have 

experience the love of our Mother God. 
 

I too went to a Presbyterian summer camp in the mountains of North Carolina, Camp Grier.  And at Camp Grier 

there was a tradition, not unique to that camp by far.  At the start of the week, every camper wrote their name on 

a paper lunch bag and decorated it – the bags were hung up the common area of the bunkhouse and throughout 

the week campers were supposed to write something nice on a piece of paper and drop it in a bag – these notes 

were called “warm fuzzies”.  When I was at church camp, we were mostly too young to know what to write, 

and it was the counselors who put the “warm fuzzies” in our bags, words of kindness and affirmation. 
 

It was a practice I used in my first few years of youth ministry, at one middle school retreat I peaked into the 

bags and realized that the notes were not really “warm fuzzies” – 8th grade hormones had turned them into “hot 

steamies!” 
 

In this community of faith we are almost all of us well on the other side of 8th hormones.  These days the church 

building is mostly empty, so lining a room with paper bags is impractical.  Yet in this time of such anxiety, 

hardship, enmity, and fear we could probably all use a few warm fuzzies.  We probably could all stand to be 

told by someone that we are more than the sum of our tragedies and triumphs.  Maybe we could all find some 

times this week to write a notes to a few people in the church, warm fuzzies of affirmation, and perhaps a few to 

friends and family too.  I can’t help but think that such notes would land as welcome gifts to all who receive 

them, and perhaps more than that, needed reminders that we are all more, that with the eyes of faith we are 

being raised up to more that the sum of our tragedies and triumphs.  In the eyes of God who created you, 

breathed life into you, lived and died and rose to demonstrate the depth of his love for you, you are more, you 



are beloved, you are the apple of your Mother God’s eye, and that love will raise you up, forever, and ever 

amen. 
 

Special Music    You Raise Me Up Løvland & Graham 
 

When I am down and, oh my soul, so weary; When troubles come and my heart burdened be; 

Then, I am still and wait here in the silence, Until you come and sit awhile with me. 
 

You raise me up, so I can stand on mountains; You raise me up, to walk on stormy seas; 

I am strong, when I am on your shoulders; You raise me up' To more than I can be.  
 

There is no life ' no life without its hunger; Each restless heart beats so imperfectly; 

But when you come and I am filled with wonder, Sometimes, I think I glimpse eternity. 
 

RESPONDING TO GOD'S WORD  
 

Sharing Joys and Concerns 

Ron Vogel, Patsy Jennings, Dennis Brown, Phyllis Wicker, Bonnie Griffith, Helen Marshall 
 

Pastoral Prayer and The Lord’s Prayer 

Almighty Lord, Heavenly Father, Mothering God, beyond our understanding, yet from deep within our hearts 

we cry out to you. As your beloved children, we bring before you all that we are: sorrow, pain, hope, joy. 
 

Compassionate God: Console those denied the chance to celebrate Mother’s Day – the abandoned, the 

separated, the disappointed; bring us all together as your family of faith. Sustain those who mourn loved ones; 

for whom today is a day of grief. Comfort us with the wellspring of our memories. 
 

Unifying God: Inspire us to advocate for peace, and guide us to see the part we can play in creating harmony in 

this world. Reconcile us to each other, that we might embody your forgiveness and live as one. 
 

Bountiful God: Kindle in us a celebration of the diversity of all families, of all shapes and sizes, of all colours 

and faiths. Teach us to grow in compassion and understanding, remembering that even with our differences we 

are all your children. 
 

Nurturing God: Encourage us to share in the joy and effort of making healthy, peaceful communities. Open our 

hearts to reach out to our neighbours in charity and acceptance. 
 

Mothering God, beyond our understanding, yet from deep within our hearts, we reach up to you: Take us up in 

your arms and heal us. Bend down to us and feed us. Wrap us in your bands of love. 
 

Glory be to you O Lord; your comfort and care know no bounds. May we rest in your abundant love, which 

nurtures us from age to age, Amen. 
 

SENT BY GOD'S WORD INTO THE WORLD 
 

Hymn  On Eagle’s Wings  ON EAGLE’S WINGS 

Charge & Benediction 

 Postlude Amazing Grace 
 

i Taylor, Barbara Brown from her sermon Blood of the Martyrs, in the collection Home By Another Way 
ii Acts 6:9 
iii Matthew 7:29 
iv Ibid, Taylor 
v see Luke 4:28-29 
vi Luke 23:34 
vii Luke 12:12 
viii Acts 8:1 
ix Acts 8:3 
x Andrew Taylor Troutman’s full reflection can be found in the Presbyterian Outlook: https://pres-outlook.org/2018/08/lets-say-that-
we-are-more-than-our-tragedies-and-our-triumphs/ 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6OL1FCqMSFk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P0uWEUM_m08
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3bsKZBxCpRk
https://pres-outlook.org/2018/08/lets-say-that-we-are-more-than-our-tragedies-and-our-triumphs/
https://pres-outlook.org/2018/08/lets-say-that-we-are-more-than-our-tragedies-and-our-triumphs/

