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St. Mark’s Episcopal Church  
Albuquerque, New Mexico 
Sunday May 16, 2021Easter 7B  
Text: Acts 1:15-17, 21-26 
Preacher: Christopher McLaren  
Theme: The Question of 11  
 
 
The book of Acts narrates those first heady, wonderful, scary days of the church after the 
resurrection.   
 
The Acts of the Apostles was written sometime between BCE 70 and 100 somewhere in the 
Mediterranean world. The author of this chronicle of the church’s beginnings is the same 
creative theologian that gave us the Gospel of Luke. It’s a sequel. In short, it is the 
proclamation of the mighty acts of God that resulted from the power of the Spirt at work in 
those faithful to the teachings and life of Jesus.  
 
The story of Acts is intended to be open-ended because it continues today in the church, in 
this church, of St. Mark’s on Richmond Place NE in Albuquerque.  The story of Acts is worth 
telling and some of you have been making your way through the entire book listening to 
portions read by our very own members as an Easter devotional. The book is fascinating as 
it deals with questions about the relationship between Christians and Jews, problems with 
prayer, issues surrounding ongoing leadership, how to care for the neediest among the 
community and a whole host of other issues that show up in the church’s daily life.  
 
To read the Acts of the Apostles is to read a collection of stories from our first century 
relatives. It is to enter the lore from which our very life has sprung. To be a Christian is to 
be formed by story. To read these verses from the first part of Acts is to listen in on one of 
our earliest tales. It is a story about a community that is holding its breath, waiting for 
something to happen, listening for a word from God. Presumably if God had said nothing, 
there would not have been a community called the Church. But God was not silent. And we 
are here today because God simply cannot keep her love quiet. God continues to 
communicate with his creation. She continues her puzzling, talkative, mysterious ways of 
speaking to communities of those who are engaged in trying to be faithful. On our best days 
we try to listen. We come together each week to read the sacred texts and hear them 
interpreted, to sing the ancient poetry of Israel about the covenant way of life, to lift up our 
prayers and concerns as a community and to feast on God made present through the 
mystery of the everyday elements of bread and wine.  
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In today’s story from Acts, we find Peter speaking to a crowd of about 120 concerning the 
unfortunate fate of one of their own, Judas, who betrayed Jesus. The crowd Peter is 
speaking to includes women who followed Jesus and thus it is an unusual gathering that is 
clearly breaking down barriers just as Jesus himself was fond of doing.  
 
The community is also very Jewish and clearly has a mission to the house of Israel. The 
number 120 is significant as the Jewish Law of the time required 120 males to form a 
synagogue with its own council – the community to whom Peter speaks is thus a legitimate 
one. in the first volume of Luke’s work, 12 disciples are sent to the people of Israel to 
preach and to heal (Luke 9:1-6). And Jesus promised that the 12 would sit upon 12 thrones 
judging the 12 tribes of Israel. Numbers seem especially important in this story.  
 
With all of this in mind, Peter is concerned about the question of replacement or more 
accurately completeness. The reason for Peter’s speech, is “The Question of 11?”  
Something is not quite right, like a picture that is not hanging straight or a dish that needs a 
little more salt, an adjustment is needed. The leadership roster is not full, someone is 
missing.   
There is an opening for an “Apostles.” Applications are now being accepted. Please send 
cover scroll, rough draft of your gospel, and resume to Jerusalem care of those crazy folks 
who keep on insisting that their leader is alive again. It will be easy to find them as they are 
busy being joyful all the time, sharing all their possessions, taking care of widows and 
orphans, and feeding the hungry, what a nuisance those Christians can be.  
 
Peter defines the standards and experience that qualifies one to be an Apostle: They had to 
be there at the beginning of it all and stayed to the end (A definition that St. Paul does not 
fit, btw). The key to it all seems to be that “One of these must become a witness with us to 
the resurrection.,” the search is on.  Two possible candidates are identified: Matthias and 
another guy with three names, Joseph or Barsabbas and also known as Justus.  People with 
three different names tend to make me nervous, so I personally find it little wonder that 
Matthias came out on top.  Like any legitimate community worth its salt, they spend time in 
serious prayer before Matthias is chosen by the Spirit through what may seem to be 
questionable methods for the 21st Century reader. The Question of 11 is settled by casting 
lots or an ancient game of rock, paper, scissors and Matthias was added to the eleven 
apostles. We’re never really told what happened to the guy with 3 names.  
With Mattias selection, the 12 Apostles are now complete again. The Question of 11 is the 
question of Leadership. Leadership is not an optional matter for the faith community. 
Leadership is at the heart of the community. The community lives by the vision and 
experience of its leaders. Leadership in the community is first about having an experience 
of Jesus. Leadership in the community of Acts is open to those who have seen or 
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experienced something of God’s goodness in their life and are ready to give witness to it 
with others. It is interesting that in the selection of an Apostle,” a superhero of the faith, 
there is not talk in Acts about their many skills or abilities or the accomplishments. No, the 
only real requirement for an Apostle was that they were so attracted to Jesus that they like 
to be with him and did so until he was carried up into heaven.  
 
Leadership in the early Christian community was first of all about experiencing “The Risen 
One.” It was about knowing Jesus in a personal everyday way and having that change your 
life in an authentic way.  
 
I want to suggest that right now St. Mark’s is in the midst of the Question of 11. No one has 
betrayed the community and needs to be replaced. None of our incredible staff are leaving 
their positions.  I would like to suggest that we face the Question of 11 at a much deeper 
and pervasive level.  The Question of 11 is the question of who will lead in any area that 
does not seem complete? IIs there something that the Spirit is urging you to do that you are 
holding back from doing?  
 
In this post-pandemic re-entry period, we are asking the Question of 11 all the time. We 
look around us and see ministries that are just MIA. They haven’t met in more than a year. 
The last year has led to a lot of uncertainty and change. People have discovered new things 
about themselves, where they want to spend their energy and what gives them life. The 
Question of 11 that surrounds us is an opportunity to renew our own life and ministry here 
and now.  
 
As we look around St. Mark’s there are a lot of ways to ask the Question of 11?  But one 
thing about the Question of 11 that I want to work to avoid is the feeling that things need to 
go back to being just the way they were before this crisis. As Bp. Jim Mathes of San Diego 
once told me, “A Crisis is a terrible thing to waste.”  The end of a particular ministry during 
the pandemic may give us an opportunity to allow a ministry to change and grow in a new 
way or indeed to let a ministry end and something new take shape.  The answers to the 
Question of 11 don’t have to be business as usual and they don’t have to necessarily be the 
usual suspects doing it all over again.  
 
Perhaps I can give some examples of what I’m speaking about. Right now, we have about 70 
people making reservations and coming to church each Sunday and it feels so good to have 
people back in the building. But the teams that used to help to make Sunday happen are in 
a state of flux and reorganization. The substantial coffee teams that offered hospitality 
don’t exist at the moment and new people are learning how to make coffee almost every 
week. Greeters, ushers, Altar Guild members, Servants of worship are just beginning to 
emerge again, but we need other teams alongside them like Tech Teams to help us continue 
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to offer virtual worship to those who have joined us in that way.  All of this is going to take 
leadership and new organization and a sensitivity and awareness of how to keep including 
new members. Our parish is still intact after this most difficult year, but we are also 
changed by our parishioners moves to other parts of the country, entrance into graduate 
programs, health challenges, new members who found us online and are now joining us in 
person, youth who have grown up and matured and are ready for new areas of leadership 
and responsibility.  
 
One of our values at St. Mark’s is to include all ages in our life, worship and work. We 
believe that the church is meant to belong to everyone now, not just in future. So, we want 
to have teams where the generations are represented, and friendships develop in beautiful 
and surprising ways. Nowhere has this been more evident than in our online offerings 
where youth continued to lead us into worship at the procession, sometimes in some highly 
creative ways that still make me smile. We have several youth digital vergers along with 
other adults who make worship happen each week. 
 
We have not been able to have an in-person choir since March of 2020, but I believe that 
this will change in the coming months and we will need to rebuild and invite people once 
again into an in-person choir with our new director of music and a changed context for 
doing liturgy both in-person and online. Perhaps you have a gift for singing but you’ve 
never been a part of the choir, this restart gives you an opportunity to join something fresh.  
I want to add that I’m so thankful for the singers who have continued to offer their gifts by 
recording music that has been arranged and edited and produced by both Mother Sylvia 
and Jeremy to enrich our worship life.  
 
There has been a great deal of conversation about St. Mark’s involvement in outreach 
ministries in Albuquerque and there is a deep and continuing need for discernment and 
leadership to see this take shape and grow. The Spirit is at work, moving hearts and minds 
in this direction, and it is up to us to listen and envision a new future around outreach for 
this community that is creative and invites many into its work. The Question of 11 is alive 
and well at St. Mark’s.  
 
Sometimes people get really fun ideas and just need a few people to pull them off and get 
something started. The other night drifting in and out of sleep I found myself wondering 
what it would be like to have a gardening team at St. Mark’s that would help our staff to 
keep the grounds of St. Mark’s looking beautiful.  
 
St. Mark’s is trying to re-energize its green team around the themes of sustainability and 
environmental stewardship and perhaps you have a passion for that kind of work.  
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Our school is growing and changing and needs dedicated board members to help guide and 
support our new Administrator through this exciting time.  
 
Just last week Marcel Varoz began acolyting for our Thursday Eucharist carrying the cross 
in procession with a nifty stand attached to his wheelchair which filled us all with joy to see 
his creative and fierce dedication to liturgical leadership in the community.  
 
The Question of 11 is pervasive in the midst of our community and it is a question for 
everyone.  
 
Over the next several months and into the fall St. Mark’s is going to be shaped and reshaped 
by the question of 11. We will be asking the question that Peter asked, “Who will join us in 
this ministry?  In fact, I hope that you will ask yourself this important question in your own 
prayer and discernment time over the next several months. Ask yourself what ministry in 
this community is God calling you into? We believe that God is calling each one of us into 
ministry, leveraging our gifts for the growth of the work of God in this place large and 
small.  
 
Near the beginning of this sermon, I mentioned that the Question of 11 is a question about 
completeness and I meant that not just numerically. The question of 11 is about the 
completeness of every Christian who is a part of this worshipping community. Finding a 
place where you can use your God-given abilities to nurture and support other’s spiritual 
lives is the best way to grow in your faith and deepen your understanding of community. 
The Question of 11 focuses not on what we are lacking in the community but what you have 
to offer the community, it highlights people gifts and creative interests.  Instead of coming 
at things from a place of scarcity or need, I would love to see us take the Question of 11 in a 
way that looks toward possibilities and new visions, new ways of doing things, new 
opportunities to build relationships and care for one another.  
 
For each of us answering the Question of 11 holds some risks but at the same time it holds 
the possibility of great rewards. If we will answer the Question of 11 with the “yes” of our 
hearts, we will be opening ourselves up to being drawn deeper into the life of God in Christ, 
trusting that God will be there to sustain and strengthen us as we take new steps.  
 
Ask yourself the Question of 11. Don’t be afraid. Oh I know that 11 is a fine number but 12 
is so much more beautiful, it’s like a picture hanging level in the room or the savory dish 
with just enough salt. It is you discovering your God-given gifts for leadership no matter 
how big or small in this place and knowing that in risking it you will discover God’s 
goodness and grace anew in your life.  
 


