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SUMMARY
Paul’s voyage reminds us that everyone is purebred in the eyes of God.

AT A GLANCE
For many years, livestock have been separated based on ideas about purity. Unfortunately, so have people. In the life of the church, there should be no distinctions based on race, culture or nationality. We should welcome strangers, expand our outreach, and practice true Christian hospitality. 

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Getting Dropped,” May 1, 2016. 

Purebred bulls and scrub bulls. One hundred years ago, cattle were led into courtrooms, and trials were held in an effort to sort them out.
In one case, the defendant’s name was “Mr. Scrub Bull.” According to Duke Magazine, he was escorted by policemen into a makeshift courtroom in Pickens County, South Carolina, in October 1922. He stood on four legs in front of Magistrate James McElroy Jameson, while a court officer read the bill of indictments.
“The defendant works in a very underhand way,” the officer declared, “stealing the profits from every dairyman and butcher who has common cows, robbing the unsuspecting, the careless, and the ignorant alike, causing their innocent children to suffer for milk and working men to be in want of meat.”
And what was the charge being leveled at Mr. Scrub Bull? Genetic impurity. He was not a purebred bull, an animal believed to produce more food than a runty-looking scrub. This “Court of Bovine Justice” was designed to convince farmers that they should choose only purebred bulls when they were looking for an animal to breed with their cows. 
Such trials were strange, for sure. But they were endorsed by the United States Department of Agriculture, and they became quite popular. Across the country, cattle were routinely put on trial in front of crowds that could number in the thousands. The trials had real judges and real lawyers, witnesses and jurors, and verdicts were issued about whether an animal was fit to breed. The judge might conclude that the animal was an “unworthy father,” one whose very existence was “detrimental to the progress and prosperity of the public at large.”
In the end, the convicted bull would be led away, shot, and then used as barbecue meat.
The poor scrub bull would become lunch.
These bizarre cattle courts occurred alongside a darker moment in American history. About the same time, a eugenics movement was on the rise, one that aimed to limit the reproduction of people who were deemed unfit. According to Mother Jones magazine, “historians estimate that more than 60,000 Americans were sterilized in the decades leading up to the Second World War, with many more persecuted under racist immigration laws and marriage restrictions.”
Sixty thousand Americans — let that number sink in. All were declared to be scrub bulls, unfit for reproduction. And this was not a fringe movement. An Ohio State University psychologist argued that some people are “scrubs” who should not receive higher education.

Not a New Problem
Purebreds and scrubs. Unfortunately, the division involves people as well as animals, and it has been going on for a long time.
Go back to the time of Ezra and Nehemiah, when the people of Israel returned to Jerusalem after a time of exile. Ezra the priest rejected marriages between Israelites and foreigners, saying to the people, “You have trespassed and married foreign women, and so increased the guilt of Israel … separate yourselves from the peoples of the land and from the foreign wives” (Ezra 10:10-11). In other words, separate yourselves from the scrubs!
This concern for purity was found in the New Testament as well. When the apostle Peter was on a journey, he went up on a roof to pray, and there he became hungry. He had a vision of “all kinds of four-footed creatures and reptiles and birds of the air” (Acts 10:12). Scrub bulls!
Then a voice said, “Get up, Peter; kill and eat.” But Peter said, “By no means, Lord; for I have never eaten anything that is profane or unclean” (vv. 13-14). For a religious man like Peter, only purebred food would do.
But then the divine voice said, “What God has made clean, you must not call profane” (v. 15). What a game-changing insight. Suddenly, all the Courts of Bovine Justice were disbanded, and Peter realized that he could have relationships with people beyond the nation of Israel. He met with a God-fearing Gentile named Cornelius, a Roman centurion, and came to the conclusion that “God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him” (vv. 34-35).
Purebreds and scrubs. Suddenly, by the power of God, there was no distinction between the two.

A Vision of Equality
Just a short time later, the apostle Paul was traveling with Timothy and Silas through the area that is modern-day Turkey and Greece. One night, Paul had a vision: He saw a man who was a scrub bull of sorts from Macedonia, one who begged Paul to “come over to Macedonia and help us” (Acts 16:9).
Come over to Macedonia? To a Roman colony run by a bunch of Gentiles who have little respect for the laws and traditions of Israel? In Macedonia, you have unscrupulous businessmen and slave-girls, along with Roman magistrates who can easily arrest the followers of Jesus, flog them, and throw them in prison.
To which, Paul said, “Let’s go.” Acts tells us that Paul, Timothy and Silas “immediately tried to cross over to Macedonia, being convinced that God had called us to proclaim the good news to them” (v. 10).
When it comes to preaching good news, there are no scrub bulls of Macedonia.
The three men hopped on a ship and sailed from Troas to Samothrace, and then to Neapolis, and finally to Philippi, which was a leading city of Macedonia. They stayed in the city for several days, and then went down to the river to pray. They talked with a group of women who were gathered there, following the example of Jesus in always showing respect and honor to women. 
One of them was a successful businesswoman named Lydia, and Acts tells us that the “Lord opened her heart to listen eagerly to what was said by Paul” (v. 14). She accepted the good news that Paul was sharing, and both she and her household were baptized. Then she offered them hospitality, saying, “If you have judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come and stay at my home” (v. 15). And they accepted.
Lydia became the very first European convert to Christianity. She was received into the Christian faith with no concern about genetic purity.

Everyone Is Pure
So, when do we fall into the trap of separating people into purebreds and scrubs?
In many congregations, the welcoming of strangers from foreign lands and unfamiliar cultures is a challenge. Across America today, immigrants are coming to church, just as they always have. But where previous waves of immigrants were largely European, these new arrivals are coming from non-Western countries with cultures and skin colors more alien to white Americans than that of Europeans. 
Sometimes, these newcomers rattle established churches by introducing new worship styles and beliefs. This is not always well received. Said one church member after witnessing a spirited service from a different culture in the church she had attended since 1955, “If they want to worship that way, fine with me. But don’t bring it into my sanctuary.” She saw the newcomers as scrubs.
The first step in overcoming this challenge is to expand our outreach to people of different races and cultures, based on the understanding that everyone is made “in the image of God,” according to the book of Genesis (1:27). “When you meet another person,” says author and pastor John Pavlovitz, “you are coming face-to-face with a once-in-history, never-to-be-repeated reflection of the image of God. … If God is God, there’s no other option: they are each made of God stuff. … Every single day you encounter thousands of breathing, animated thumbnails of the Divine.”
Whether black, white, Asian, European, African, Latino or Native American, a person is made of “God stuff.” In the eyes of God, everyone is purebred.
Next, we need to practice true Christian hospitality, showing the same kind of welcome that Jesus showed the people of his day. We do this by sitting down with folks on the margins of society, just as Jesus broke bread with “tax collectors and sinners” (Matthew 9:10) — the scrub bulls of first-century Israel. Such a welcome requires a commitment to embrace all people as God has embraced us in Christ. It involves a willingness to see everyone as a child of God, a sinner for whom Christ died, a person bearing the image of God — no matter how obscured that image might be through personal sinfulness or societal prejudice. 
Church will be a “Court of Bovine Justice” until we make a serious commitment to embrace all people with God’s love and grace. This means training ourselves to receive and include strangers into the life of the church. It requires crafting worship in such a way that it moves people to invite their friends and neighbors to services. True hospitality is practiced when we learn to offer meals in which people can gather around tables for conversations, leading to the development of relationships. And a true welcome is experienced when newcomers join small groups where they can grow in faith and in deep-spirited friendships.
Purebreds and scrubs. The distinction broke down for the apostle Paul in Philippi, and it can break down for us, too.
—Henry Brinton and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS 
Psalm 67 
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 67 is a pastiche of elements from traditional Israelite religion (such as the Aaronite benediction in Numbers 6:24-26 riffed in v. 1), combined with a religiously cosmopolitan outlook probably influenced by international wisdom circles. The psalm is an attempt to draw nations into the sphere of praise in which Israel lived in relationship to its God. The desire for God “to make his face to shine upon us” (v. 1) is a standard request for an expression of favor in the Psalms (e.g., Psalm 31:16; 4:6; 80:3, 7, 19; 119:135). Israel’s deity, from the earliest stages of Israelite religion, was associated with the natural phenomenon of light. The desired result of the LORD’s favor is international social justice and natural bounty (vv. 4, 6). In ancient Israel, as in the ancient world in general, social justice and natural prosperity were understood as two sides of the same coin; one was impossible without the other, and both depended on establishing and maintaining a right relationship with the deity.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Bless Me, O Lord. Look up the meaning of the word “bless” or “blessing” on Dictionary.com or some other online source. To ask for a blessing is to ask for divine favor, that some good will be bestowed on us. The root of the word is associated with consecration, often with blood. Go from this discussion to some examples of blessings, including those found in Scripture, including verse 1 of our text. Notable, of course, is the Aaronic blessing found in Numbers 6. But consider other blessings as well. We say a blessing before our meals. There is Saint Francis’ “Blessing of the Animals.” There are bedtime blessings, blessings for babies, and so on. The preacher might discuss whether there are any prerequisites for a blessing; that is, does the one requesting a blessing need to meet certain qualifications? This sermon might conclude with an invitation to the congregation to come forward while songs are sung, or music is playing, to be blessed by the minister and/or deacons.

John 14:23-29 
What Does the Text Say?
Jesus’ teaching in John 14:23-29 echoes the call for believers to keep the Word, and the claim that those who do not love Jesus do not keep his words. There is little doubt according to most critical scholars that this language arises out of a sectarian context. Beyond the sectarian divisions of “insiders” and “outsiders,” however, lies perhaps a deeper theological claim, namely that God’s presence imparts peace and love and builds a home for those who abide in God’s word. Verses 25-29 present Jesus’ setting out the events that will happen after his death and resurrection, when he is not with them. In verse 26, Jesus assures the disciples that the Paraclete, Holy Spirit, will remind them of what they have been taught. As the prologue makes clear in 1:1, he came from the Father, and now to the Father he will return. This is not bad news as Jesus relates it. Rather, it is cause for celebration. The Father is greater than the Son and bears the unified mission of the Father, Son and Spirit. The promise of the Spirit’s presence is a promise that the community will be sustained in the instruction of Jesus’ words. The revelation of God in Christ goes on.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
It’s Okay to Love Your Teacher. This text has rich resources for preaching, most notably, perhaps, verse 27: “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid” (NIV). Verse 23, however, is preach-worthy: “Those who love me will keep my word.” The NIV has a slightly different nuance: “If anyone loves me, he will obey my teaching.” This evokes the relationship between teacher and pupil, master and student. Today, in most teacher-pupil settings, love is something that is definitely not part of the equation. There are good reasons for this since the “love” that pops up in discussions of teacher-student relationships is usually erotic love. But Jesus here explicitly injects love into the teacher-student dynamic. Talk about this. What kind of love is this? How do ancient models (Socratic and Platonic, i.e., Greek, and rabbinic) inform the understanding Jesus and his disciples had about master-student connections? When we sign up to be taught by Jesus, we’re signing up for love and obedience. If that is not our understanding, then we need to leave Jesus and find another teacher. Sadly, many Christians have done just that, following instead secular, humanist or materialist “teachers” who are easy to love, and easy to follow.

Revelation 21:10, 22–22:5 
What Does the Text Say?
John’s final vision of heaven is notable for its imagery of God and the Lamb. It is also a passage in which the unanticipated happens. For example, instead of going up to see heaven, John sees “the holy city Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from God” (v. 10). Unlike the earthly city where religious life was centered around a man-made edifice, the New Jerusalem has “no temple in the city, for its temple is the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb” (v. 22). There is “no need of sun or moon … for the glory of God is its light, and its lamp is the Lamb” (v. 23). Rather than promote political agendas, “nations will walk by its light,” that is, by God’s wisdom. When “the kings of the earth … bring their glory into it,” that glory will be seen for what it really was, merely a presage of the true King’s glory (v. 24). Evil entities will be unable to execute their wicked schemes because there is no night; thus “[i]ts gates will never be shut” (v. 25). Only “the [righteous] glory and honor of the nations” will go in with the people, for “nothing unclean will enter it … only those who are written in the Lamb’s book of life” (vv. 26-27).
Though the heavenly city has no ersatz temple, those living in the New Jerusalem will find “the river of the water of life … flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb” (22:1). This river will nourish “the tree of life,” which will produce fruit that sustains its citizens and provide medicinal “leaves” that heal the nations (v. 2). Having been cleansed, both people and nations of that city will not be accursed, but they will serve and worship God when they see his face (vv. 3-4). Because “the Lord God will be their light,” they will have no need of either “lamp or sun.” Walking in his light (i.e., doing his will) “they will reign [with him] forever and ever” (v. 5).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The best advice is to refer to the material for May 2, “Better City, Better Life.” But if you used that material last Sunday, here’s what the preacher can do: Find “There Is a River” by Max Sapp and David Sapp. A number of artists, including the Gaither Vocal Band, have recorded it. Perhaps the choir or band could learn it and sing it. The chorus is particularly evocative: “There is a river that flows from deep within,/ There is a fountain that frees the soul from sin. / Come to this water, there is a vast supply./ There is a river that never shall run dry.” The song and chorus are actually an allusion to Jesus’ encounter with the woman at the well, but this living water of which Jesus speaks points to the metaphor John (who told the story of Jesus and the woman) uses in his parting image of what heaven is like. This vision of heaven is remarkable for what it doesn’t have: a temple and a sun. But it’s also remarkable for what it does have: a river. The sermon, then, can start with “rivers” (perhaps referencing a river that runs through your city or state) and then move to the thesis: that the “river of the water of life” (Revelation, future and John, present), which is seen in this vision of heaven, can refresh us in the here and now.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

[In 1924] the USDA published its “Outline for Conducting a Scrub-Sire Trial.” This mimeographed pamphlet, which [Gabriel] Rosenberg recently unearthed, contained detailed instructions on how to hold a legal trial of a non-purebred bull, in order to publicly condemn it as unfit to reproduce. The pamphlet calls for a cast of characters to include a judge, a jury, attorneys and witnesses for the prosecution and the defense, as well as a sheriff, who should “wear a large metal star and carry a gun,” and whose role, given the trial’s foregone conclusion, was “to have charge of the slaughter of the condemned scrub sire and to superintend the barbecue.”
In addition to an optional funeral oration for the scrub sire and detailed instructions regarding the barbecue or other refreshments (“bologna sandwiches, boiled wieners, or similar products related to bull meat” are recommended), the pamphlet also includes a script that begins with the immortal lines: “Hear ye! Hear ye! The honorable court of bovine justice of ___ County is now in session.” The county’s case against the scrub bull is laid out: that he is a thief for consuming “valuable provender” while providing no value in return, that he is an “unworthy father,” and that his very existence is “detrimental to the progress and prosperity of the public at large.” Several pages and roughly two hours later, the trial concludes with the following stage direction: “The bull is led away and a few moments later a shot is fired.”
—Cynthia Graber and Nicola Twilley, “Inside the Bizarre Cow Trials of the 1920s,” Mother Jones, March 2, 2015, www.motherjones.com.

##

This is the challenge of Christian hospitality: to embrace all people as God has embraced us in Christ. … In Le Chambon [writes professor Christine Pohl], a small community of French Protestants that rescued Jews during the Second World War, citizens opened their homes, schools, and churches to strangers with quiet, steady hospitality, and made Le Chambon the safest place for Jews in all of France. Residents defined a neighbor as anyone who needed help, and by doing so saved the lives of approximately five thousand people being persecuted by the Nazis. When the police asked their pastor André Trocmé to turn in the Jews, he responded, “We do not know what a Jew is. We know only men.” In the face of terrible danger, he and his congregation were an uncommon Christian community that took a bold stand based on common human identity. They knew that every stranger is created in the image of God, made in the same human flesh.
—Henry G. Brinton, The Welcoming Congregation: Roots and Fruits of Christian Hospitality (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox Press, 2012), 14.

##

In 1922, the Lincoln Memorial was dedicated. The monument was first proposed in 1867 but construction didn’t begin until 1914; the cornerstone was set in 1915. Architect Henry Bacon designed it to resemble the Parthenon, believing that a defender of democracy should be memorialized in a building that pays homage to the birthplace of democracy. …
Sculptor Daniel Chester French studied photographs of Lincoln for years; his Lincoln appears somber, even care-worn, one hand closed in a fist and the other in a more relaxed position. …
The monument was dedicated in front of an audience of more than 50,000 people. Even though Lincoln was known as the Great Emancipator, the audience was segregated; keynote speaker Robert Moton, president of the Tuskegee Institute and an African-American, was not permitted to sit on the speakers’ platform. Just over 40 years later, on the 100th anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation, Martin Luther King Jr. would give his “I have a dream” speech from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in front of an audience of 200,000.
—Garrison Keillor, “The Writer’s Almanac” for May 30, 2021.
https://www.garrisonkeillor.com/radio/twa-the-writers-almanac-for-may-30-2021/.
Retrieved December 2, 2021.

##

Norman Rockwell is best remembered for his iconic 1943 painting “Freedom From Want,” depicting a smiling White family gathered around a Thanksgiving turkey. But it is less well known that he decisively turned a corner just a few decades later, choosing to reject the airbrushed image of a nation implicitly populated with only happy, White, middle-class families. …
Rockwell did this by abandoning his employer of nearly 50 years, The Saturday Evening Post, in large part because the magazine would let him portray Blacks only in subservient positions. After including two Black children in his 1961 illustration “Golden Rule,” Rockwell began receiving hate mail from segregationists, and the Post told him he should paint portraits only of statesmen or celebrities. Those instructions clashed with his conscience. …
He joined Look magazine, and it was there that he painted some of the hardest-hitting, most widely seen visual attacks on racism in the nation’s history.
Rockwell’s first illustration for Look, published in 1964, was titled “The Problem We All Live With.” It showed the torsos of four besuited U.S. marshals escorting a 6-year-old Black girl in a white dress, Ruby Bridges, to integrate an all-White school in New Orleans, with [a racial slur] scrawled above her.
Although Rockwell and Look received a torrent of angry letters, the magazine stood by him. When one approving reader wrote, “You have just said in one painting what people cannot say in a lifetime,” Rockwell wrote back: “I just had my 70th birthday and I am trying to be a bit more adult in my work.”
—Andrew L. Yarrow, “Why Norman Rockwell left Thanksgiving Americana behind,” The Washington Post, November 24, 2021.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2021/11/24/why-norman-rockwell-left-thanksgiving-americana-behind/.
Retrieved December 2, 2021.

##

I got on the subway in Manhattan tonight and found a swastika on every advertisement and every window. The train was silent as everyone stared at each other, uncomfortable and unsure what to do.
[On one of the images posted with it, you could see the scrawled slogan, “Jews belong in the oven,” followed by a swastika.]
One guy got up and said, “Hand sanitizer gets rid of Sharpie. We need alcohol.” He found some tissues and got to work.
I’ve never seen so many people simultaneously reach into their bags and pockets looking for tissues and Purel. Within about two minutes, all the Nazi symbolism was gone.
—From a Facebook post by Gregory Locke, February 6, 2017.

##

We burn lots of politically-correct incense in front of the shrines of multi-culturalism, ethnic diversity, global community, gender equality, wide religious tolerance, alternative lifestyles, and befriending our shadow; but, as we’ll all admit when we’re honest, the reality isn’t as easy as the rhetoric. The simple fact is that otherness frightens us and often brings out the worst in us. …
Biblically, we have the great tradition within which revelation from God is understood to come mostly through the stranger, the foreigner, the unexpected, the unfamiliar, in what’s different, in the surprise. For this reason the Scriptures insist on the importance of welcoming strangers. Since God is Other, strangers, among all others, are the most likely to be carrying God's revelation.
There’s a Chinese greeting that works as both a blessing and a curse. You say to someone: “May you live in interesting times!” We live in such times and, indeed, it’s both a blessing and a curse. We’re being overwhelmed by otherness. Nothing’s safe for long. More than any previous generation, we’re being stretched beyond what’s familiar. Sometimes that’s both painful and disorienting. It’s not easy to have our boundaries, values, and ideas under constant redefinition, especially when we believe in eternal truths. 
But we’ve never grasped those truths deeply enough. We have them in part, in small pieces. That’s why we call them mysteries. Moreover, and this is the point, a lot of the pieces we still need to fill out those mysteries lie precisely in what’s foreign to us, in what’s other, strange, different.
—Ron Rolheiser, “Facing Otherness and Differentness,” RonRolheiser.com, January 4, 2004.
https://ronrolheiser.com/facing-otherness-and-differences/.
Retrieved December 2, 2021. 

##

When our family first heard that the “Survivor” show would be shot here in Vanuatu, we tried to guess exactly where it would be filmed. … It turned out that the shoot was on our island, just down the road from the Presbyterian boarding school where Lora and I have taught for the past two years. Most of the places where the shooting was done are not untouched jungle but village gardens in the fallow phase of slash-and-burn agriculture.
The TV crew paid local villagers not to fish on the reefs and not to sail their canoes from the offshore islands to the main island. This is supposed to look like wilderness, so there can’t be islanders, the Ni-Vanuatu, in the background going about their daily business. Men wearing camouflage and carrying radios patrolled the area. …
The front page of the July 3 newspaper carried an editorial cartoon in which a crewcut, sunglasses-wearing director says, “In order to win that one million dollars, you ‘Survivor’ contestants must survive 39 days without electricity, running water, hot showers and telephones — completely cut off from the modern world!”
In the background, a Ni-Vanuatu woman says, “What’s so special about that? We island women live every day of our lives that way!”
This could give a person a whole new perspective on “reality” TV. What’s real? The carefully edited contests on the show or the daily lives of the people living here? When contestants are voted off the island, they go back to the land of hot showers and shopping malls. I think there are a lot of villagers who would love to be voted into a life of luxury.
And if a contestant were ever hurt seriously, they would be evacuated to modern medical care. The Ni-Vanuatu should be so lucky.
The TV producers could have created a more useful reality show. Why not have contests in making cement blocks and building a new clinic? Why not see which contestant can learn the largest local vocabulary or the most intricate traditional dance? Why not compete … to produce the best textbook for the local primary school? That would be reality TV. I could cheer those heroes.
There was nothing in the contestants’ games as challenging as this whole cultural contrast was for the villagers. They try to understand a world where frivolous wastes of wealth exist side by side with people who could use those wasted resources. Maybe we could ponder that, too.
—Bruce Whearty, a Presbyterian mission worker, “‘Survivor’ story: TV crew meets Vanuatu villagers,” September 9, 2004, PCUSA.org. Article no longer available online.

##

COMMENTARY 
Acts 16:9-15
This text connects with the legacy of Saint Patrick because of the vision Patrick had calling him back to Ireland. He himself referred to the vision as his “Macedonian call.”
This call is recorded in Acts 16. Here, we find in the opening verses of the chapter that Paul, Silas and Timothy had been visiting the Christian communities in what is now Turkey, but upon reaching the westernmost areas, they were impeded in their efforts by none other than the Holy Spirit (Acts 16:6-7). It was only once they reached the port city of Troas that this negative direction gave way to the affirmative guidance provided by Paul’s vision of a Macedonian man seeking his help. By choosing to begin this reading at verse 9 rather than the opening of the paragraph at verse 6, the lectionary has placed the emphasis on the most dramatic (and by far, the less common) means by which Christians experience God’s guidance. Certainly, more people speak of God “closing doors” than they speak of dramatic visions that change the course of their lives.
The chosen limits for the reading also obscure somewhat one of the more noted features of this portion of Acts, namely the so-called “we” passages. Through verse 9, all the pronouns have been in the third person (“they,” “he”), but beginning at verse 10 and continuing through verse 17, the pronouns for Paul and his companions shift to the first-person plural (“we,” “us”; cf. 20:5-15; 21:1-18; and 27:1−28:16 ). Some have suggested that the author (usually Luke the physician; cf. Colossians 4:14) is providing eyewitness accounts of events for which he was present; others note that the shifts between first- and third-person references are not always that consistent within these passages (especially during the sea voyage recounted in chapters 27 and 28), and so they suggest that other forms of literary variation are at work.
The vision that leads Paul and his companions (whoever they may have included) to set sail across the northeast section of the Aegean Sea for Macedonia must take a secondary position relative to the figure of Lydia. Her relationship with Paul serves to frame Acts’ full account of his ministry in Philippi, which begins and ends with her home as its base of operation (see vv. 15 and 40).
Yet Lydia herself is a person of some historical mystery. Acts identifies her as being “from the city of Thyatira and a dealer in purple cloth” (v. 14). In one regard, those details are perfectly consistent; Thyatira was, in fact, a noted center for the manufacture of purple-dyed products. But in another regard, they raise questions, since the city of Thyatira was located in a region known as Lydia. While it is certainly possible a woman from there might have the name of the region as either a nickname or even a given name (there is scriptural evidence of “Lydia” as a personal name), it is also possible that the name “Lydia” is a literary device for a woman whose name was otherwise unknown. Indeed, apart from the presence of the word “named” (onomati), the Greek text would naturally read “a certain Lydian woman” (tiV guh … Ludia). And even though Paul himself mentions other women by name who were prominent members of the Christian community in Philippi (Euodia and Syntyche; Philippians 4:2), Lydia is mentioned nowhere else in the NT outside Acts 16.
Rather than her name, geographical homeland or occupation, the most important detail about Lydia mentioned in Acts may be that she was a “worshiper of God” (sebomenh ton qeon; v. 14). Scholars are divided on the question of whether this expression is being used in the technical sense of a Gentile who worships the God of the Jews but has not formally converted to Judaism, because it is not the precise term “God-fearer” (joboumenoV ton) used of Cornelius in Acts 10:2. Nevertheless, the literary links with Cornelius are clear. God having “opened her heart” to accept Paul’s message, both “she and her household were baptized” and extended hospitality to him (v. 15), just as previously was the case with Cornelius and his household in response to Peter’s preaching (10:48). These parallels with Cornelius as the first Gentile convert in Acts reinforce the popular characterization of Lydia as the first European convert to Christianity.
The literary parallels are not restricted to within Acts itself, however; and again, it is the fluidity of the language that suggests something more may be in play. The narrator recounts that Paul and his companions had encountered Lydia and the other women “outside the gate by the river” while seeking “a place of prayer” (prseuch, literally “a prayer” but by metonymy a reference to where people pray; v. 13). Although some suggest the location “by the river” was to facilitate Jewish cleansing rituals, it would in fact be quite unusual for a synagogue (and notably, that is not the word used here although it is found 38 times elsewhere in Luke-Acts) to be located outside the city walls. Interestingly, while the metonymic use of “prayer” to refer to a synagogue was common among Jews, that use of “prayer” is found only in relation to the ministry at Philippi in Luke-Acts (see also v. 16). But under this Jewish influence, this metonymy was also extended to places where other gods were recipients of prayer.
This alternative possibility offers another explanation for why Paul might encounter a group of women at prayer in a somewhat rustic setting outside the city walls: They may have been involved in Bacchic rites in worship of the Dionysiac cult. Indeed, scholars have noted numerous parallels between not only Paul’s encounter with Lydia, but also his later imprisonment and deliverance through an earthquake with a scene from Euripides’ Bacchae about Dionysius, who sails to Europe to spread his religious practices from its centers in Asia Minor. It is possible, then, that the way in which Paul’s Philippian ministry is recounted in Acts has been shaped by that well-known play.
What might Luke have gained by structuring Paul’s ministry in Philippi along lines drawn from Euripides’ Bacchae? The answer to that may lie as much in the contrasts as in the parallels. Whereas many in Greco-Roman society had a negative view of the Bacchanalia generally and the mantic participation of women in it particularly, Luke is able to show women both delivered from such ecstatic control (more explicitly in the following account of the divining slave-girl, vv. 16-18) and assuming important leadership roles as heads of house churches. Dionysius may have brought a religion of excess to Europe, but because of Lydia, Paul is able to counter such Bacchanalian excess with the message of the gospel.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Acts 16:9-15
Talk to the children about sirens. What is a siren? We know that someone needs help when we hear a siren. It means that cars must pull over to the side of the road so an emergency vehicle can get by. What kind of people respond to emergencies? Help the children think about police, EMTs, firefighters and neighbors. Have photos if possible. We are really thankful to God for people who help us in emergencies. When we hear a siren, we know that someone needs help, and we can pray that they get the help they need. Sometimes, our friends need help, and there’s no siren to alert us to their need. But there are other signs a friend might need help. What are these signs? If you saw that one of your friends was hurting, what would you do? How would you respond? We might rush to their side, give them a hug, talk to them or help them get to someone else who could help — like a parent, teacher or nurse. “Dear God, thank you for the people who risk their lives to help others, and thank you for our friends who are there for us when we are hurting and need help. Amen.”

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
One: With open hands,
All: With open doors,
One: The church of Jesus Christ is ready.
All: Ready to welcome us,
One: To gather us in,
All: To lift our spirits
One: And lighten our grief,
All: To double our joy
One: And deepen our awe.
All: Open hands, open arms.
One: Come in. Welcome home!

Prayers — General
God of holy hospitality, you make the world your neighborhood. Opening yourself to all, you care for those in special need, of body, mind or soul. As those who long to re-create your beloved community, we discover many neighbors, far and near, in great need.
Today, we remember neighbors near and far, those around the corner and those around the world. We lift up those in our community and those around the world who are injured or sick, who long for your healing … [insert names or keep a moment of silence] … whose disagreements bring discord … whose differences keep them from seeing their common humanity … For all our neighbors, Lord, in your mercy, hear our prayer.
Jesus our Host, you tell us that the door is open to anyone who knocks. You invite us to gather around your table to share the meal that you have prepared. Help us to live as neighbors with all those who eat with us, and with all those who long to eat. Teach us also to create new community with those who eat in other houses, around other tables. Unite us with brothers and sisters everywhere, as neighbors of yours, and ours. We pray in your name. Amen.

Benedictions — General
Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good.
Love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor.
Do not lag in zeal; be ardent in spirit; serve the Lord.
Rejoice in hope; be patient in suffering; persevere in prayer.
Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers.
Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them.
Rejoice with those who rejoice; weep with those who weep.
Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are.
Do not repay anyone evil for evil but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all.
It is an awesome task. But God equips us and journeys with us, now and always.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Jesus, United by Thy Grace
Draw Us in the Spirit’s Tether
O Church of God, United
Worship and Praise* 
Heal Our Land (Jobe)
Rise and Sing (Fee)
We Are One (Birkenfeld)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Sixth Sunday of Easter, Cycle C
Acts 16:9-15
Psalm 67
Revelation 21:10, 22–22:5
John 14:23-29
