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And now, Lord, look at their threats, and grant to your servants to speak your word with all 

boldness . . . .      Acts 4:29 

 

 In 1918, much of the country was sick because a flu epidemic ran through its cities, 

homes, and families. In 1918, much of the world was in shatters because World War I dug its 

trenches, deployed its gasses, and detonated its countrysides. 

 

That same year, a New York minister stood at a lectern in New Haven, Connecticut. He 

was in one of the lecture halls at Yale Divinity School. Before him was an audience of 

ministerial students and others, many of them making ready to begin their service to the church 

as pastors and preachers and teachers. 

 

His topic was the role the church could have in the world’s recovery from the suffering, 

sorrow, and instability of 1918. The church, he said, had two tasks to perform toward aiding the 

world’s recovery. One was to supply society with Christian ideals. The other was to supply 

society with divine power to attain those ideals.
1
 He went on to say those two tasks of supplying 

society with Christian ideals and the divine power to attain them demanded that the church be 

daring in its work, bold in its approach, brave in its determination. That year of tremendous 

change did not need a timid church. It needed a courageous one.
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Ancient seafarers kept their vessels close to the shore on their journeys, always fearing 

the open sea. Their coastline sailing kept them within the safety of known landmarks, familiar 

currents, and neighboring islands.
3
 While there was relative safety close to the shore there was 

no discovery. Real advance called for daring, the courage to leave the known shore for the open 

sea and its unknown waters. 

 

The first apostles knew the need for daring. The Book of Acts tells the story of the early 

church. I do not know how much time is covered in its chapters, but less than two chapters after 

the church was born, its people were praying to be made bold so they could face the needs of 

their demanding hour. They had been arrested. They had been jailed. They had been intimidated. 

They were given an ultimatum and told to stop their teaching and preaching about Jesus (Acts 

4:18). The powers that ruled the day did not want Christ or the influence of his gospel. 

 

Two of the disciples, two of the leaders of the church, Peter and John, stood right up to 

those who were threatening them to be silent and said, “Whether it is right . . . to listen to you 

rather than to God, you must judge” [as for us] ‘we cannot keep from speaking about what we 
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have seen and heard.” (Acts 4:19-20) And they went home to their little church, gathered the 

community together, and the whole company of them prayed for boldness: “And now, O Lord,” 

they prayed, look at [these] threats, and grant to your servants to speak your word with all 

boldness” (Acts 4:29). 

 

Isn’t that our situation today? We face the same twofold task described by the New York 

minister, the twin tasks of supplying society with some sense of the Christian ideal and 

supplying, too, some sense of the power of God to help people attain that ideal. We face the 

same need as the ancient seafarers to venture beyond the safe shoreline of the known if we are to 

widen anyone’s world. We face the same need as the early church to pray for the boldness to 

make Christ and his truth and influence known. 

 

Our situation is this. The church that will recover well from this time of separation is a 

church that will have what we have been saying these weeks of August. It will be a church 

unashamed of the gospel. It will be a church that draws upon the best of the old traditions and the 

best of new ideas. It will be a church in which its people share personal stories of how heaven 

has touched their lives. It will be a church in which its people practice good stewardship. And 

today we add to that list and say that the church that will recover well from this time of 

separation is a church filled with holy boldness. Let “boldness” in this sense mean unwavering 

loyalty to Jesus. 

 

The apostles must have felt this boldness was not something they had latently within 

themselves waiting to be drawn upon. They sensed it was a gift that could come only from God, 

and so they prayed for it, asking that it be given. 

 

Let our church pray to be made bold against the powerful in society. 

 The church is meant to be a community of difference. Oddness is part of the Christian 

identity.
4
 We are effective in society only insofar as we are different from society. This is what 

Jesus meant when he called us to be salt and light and leaven.  

 

 A couple of Swiss theologians understood this and one of them wrote to the other to say 

that whenever the church makes itself known it goes against the stream of society.
5
 

 

 The way to supply society with the Christian ideal and with power to reach that ideal is 

not the way that goes along with what society wants and is doing and is already saying. There is 

a current rushing through society today. This fast-flowing stream cutting through society now 

wants us to be loyal to fear, to greed, to division, to difference, to violence; it is a powerful 

current and it cuts deep and changes a course that has been centuries in the making. If we are 

going to be of any positive influence against the erosion that rush is causing we have to go 

against the stream. Let the church – every member of it - pray to be bold against the force of that 

stream and call for loyalty – not to fear or greed or division or any such thing, but – to Christ, to 

love, to justice, to the environment, and to the building of the beloved community. 
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 Let the church pray to be made bold against the powerful in society. 

 

Let our church pray to be made bold against the powerful within the church. 

 The people who called the apostles to account in the Book of Acts were not bad people. 

They believed in God. They loved all the rich traditions of the heritage they had in common with 

the apostles. They just did not want to hear a message they did not want to hear. 

 

 Way back in the Old Testament there was a king named Ahab and there was a prophet 

named Micaiah. I stop short of calling Ahab a good person, for he wasn’t, but at least he had the 

sense one day to want to hear from the Lord about a plan he had in the making. He wanted to 

know if it was a good plan or a bad plan. Ahab wanted to hear from the Lord, but he wanted to 

hear what he wanted to hear. So when he sent aids to ask of a prophet to ask of the Lord, he said, 

“Whatever you do, don’t ask Micaiah!” “I hate him,” he said, “for he never prophecies anything 

favorable about me, only disaster” (1 Kgs. 22:8). 

 

 So, too, all across Christianity there are good, well-meaning, and faithful people who 

love the Lord but who prefer to hear only what they want to hear. They want to keep whatever 

peace with life they’ve made. They want to keep believing what they believe, thinking what they 

think, and behaving the way they behave. Since they often are the ones at the human level who 

hold the levers of power in a congregation, they often go unchallenged out of fear, even if they 

are in the minority. Yet sometimes they need to be challenged if the church is to be true to its 

calling. To be loyal to Christ and truly supply society with the Christian ideal and the power to 

reach that ideal, the church has to be bold enough to risk getting into trouble with some of its 

own people. 

 

 Let the church pray to be made bold against the powerful in society and in the church. 

 

Let every member of our church pray to be made bold against what is powerful in themselves. 

 Somewhere in the two feet of shelf space that is Church Dogmatics Karl Barth has a line 

in which he says that in faith there is a swimming against the current within ourselves.
6
 

 

 The other day I saw a cartoon modeled after a well-known Norman Rockwell painting. 

The Norman Rockwell painting is a portrait of himself painting the portrait of himself. Rockwell 

shows himself on a stool before an easel, looking into a mirror on which there is a reflection of 

himself, and painting on the canvass the self he sees in the reflection. Well, the cartoon I saw 

was of a little dog – a kind of mutt, I think – sitting on a stool, looking into a mirror, and painting 

on a canvass. The little mutt saw a little mutt but in the mirror but painted on the canvass the face 

of a German Shepherd. 

 

 So we have a way we want to perceive ourselves, and that way of perceiving ourselves 

has a way of overlooking parts of our personalities that are truly there. Before we can have 

integrity in our boldness before others, we have to be bold against ourselves. This is much of 

what Jesus meant by his story of the man with the log in his eye who was going around 

harrumphing about the specks other people had in their eyes. 
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 Let every member pray to be made bold against the powerful in himself or herself while 

the church prays to be made bold against the powerful in society and in the church. 

 

 For several months I have had a black and white drawing I printed off the Internet sitting 

on a little easel on the counter in my study. It is a drawing of a steam locomotive sitting on the 

tracks. The tender hooked behind the locomotive is full of coal or wood, everything it needs for 

the fire. The water tank is standing beside the locomotive to fill the boiler to make the steam to 

turn the wheels to pull the load farther down the track. Everything is ready. All that is needed for 

massive power is there. All that is wanting is the courage to take that power in hand, to release 

the break, throw out the throttle, and continue to build steam. 

 

 The drawing is to me a metaphor of the church. God has supplied us will all we need. 

There is the wonder of the gospel. There is the goodness of the Christian ideal that can be a real 

help and hope to a wounded and broken nation. There is the power of God waiting to bless our 

church’s efforts. All that is needed is boldness: unwavering loyalty to Jesus that dares to stand up 

to the powerful, whether in society, in the church, or in ourselves If we pray for this boldness, 

God will answer and give the courage that will carry us into recovery, and wholeness, and health, 

and service, the kind of service that is needed for Christ and community today.  


