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Acts 16:9-15

Generous God, we thank you for the gift of Easter.  We thank you for the joy Easter brings to our lives, and we thank you for the challenges it brings to our lives.  Help us to be open to change, to new voices, and to different ways of doing things.  Help us to be open to your presence in our lives, and to the things you call us to do.  Lord, may the words of my mouth be transformative.  Lord, send a revival.

After Easter, Now What?

Part III

After Easter, now what?  

This is the question we’re exploring during this Easter season.  Now that Christ has been resurrected, what do we do?  What do we do with this good news?  How are we supposed to act?  How are we supposed to live as Christians who believe in the resurrection? And how are we as a community of faith supposed to live as Christ’s resurrected body in the world?

These are the questions the Easter season challenges us to answer.

On Easter Sunday, which seems so long ago, I said in my sermon that “Easter is the invitation to follow Christ out of the tombs of our fears.  It’s an invitation to allow the God of life into our lives even if that means God will shake them up.”

And in our scripture readings we’ve met people whose lives have been shaken up by God.

We’ve met Peter, who went against his natural instinct by casting his fishing net on the wrong side of the boat . . .only to discover a miraculous catch because he was willing to take a risk and leave his comfort zone.  
We met Tabitha, who used what she had to do what she could to build God’s kingdom and work for the betterment of all God’s children.  Think of the number of people who were transformed because of her.
Today we meet another important woman of the Bible.  Her name is Lydia.  She is a “dealer of purple cloth”, meaning she sells a very expensive textile that only wealthy people can afford to buy.  She’s an unusual Biblical woman because she’s in full command of her property and her household.  There’s no man in her picture.  She’s a financially independent biblical woman, which makes her an oxymoron, because such a thing was unheard of back then.
Lydia was also a good listener. Perhaps this was one reason she was so successful in business! The Bible tells us God “opened her heart to listen eagerly”.

Lydia was open to hearing new viewpoints; open to new ways of thinking.  She was open to receiving a new vision for her life, which is truly something remarkable since by all accounts, her life was going along quite well.  Lydia didn’t really have any need to change course; the current one was just fine, thank you very much.  And yet, she remained open . . .open to the possibility that perhaps God had a new vision in mind for her.
Now being a Presbyterian, I’m somewhat suspicious of visions and people who claim to have them.  I cringe when certain tele-evangelists claim to have a vision of God telling them to do or say something.  I cringe when people claim to know with great certainty what God’s vision is for all of society.   And I cringe when such visions go against the grain of what I believe.

Presbyterians like visions to be manageable and measureable and in line with what we already believe and already do.  When we embark on a visioning process we tend to follow a logical order: we pray, we thank God for working in our congregation, we hire consultants, we debate, we discuss, and then we vote to accept the new vision.  It’s not the best system, but it works because it’s logical and it makes sense to us.

The problem is, God’s vision isn’t always logical and it doesn’t always make sense.  Sometimes what God has in mind for us is the last thing we ever expected.    

When our reading for today opens, Paul-like Lydia, received a vision from God he never expected. Paul and his companions have been at a loss for where they should go next.  They’re stumbling around the region, running into one barrier after another that God has set up for them.  God doesn’t want Paul and his companions to go south or west into Asia, even though they want to, and God doesn’t want them to go north, either.  God’s continual “no” is puzzling to Paul.  Paul thought he had the vision thing all figured out.  
But then one night Paul receives a vision from God to go to Macedonia.  Macedonia, you should know, was not even on Paul’s radar screen.  Paul had never been to Europe.  No missionary had ever been to Europe.  The gospel had never been to Europe.  But here’s Paul, setting sail for Philippi, capital of Macedonia, because he had a vision and was open to receiving that vision.  Like Lydia, he was open to the possibility that perhaps God had a new vision in mind for him.
When Paul arrives in Macedonia, he spends a few days wandering around, wondering what comes next.  Which means that sometimes, even if the vision is clear, there will be detours along the way.  Paul’s detour leads him to a gate by a river, and there he meets Lydia . . .who doesn’t look anything like the man in his vision who told him to come to Macedonia because he needs help.  But Paul, ever open to the Spirit’s leading, speaks to the women gathered there.

Lydia, for her part, was open to Paul . . .even though he probably didn’t look like anything she expected God to send her way, either.  And it is this encounter that is the heart of the story, because here we have two people who are very open to receiving God’s vision for their lives, even though they weren’t expecting one and it wasn’t what they expected.  And if I may say, Paul and Lydia’s reaction to God’s vision is so much different than how we tend to react when we try to script God’s vision into something measurable and predictable that will suit the lives we are already living. 

I don’t know about you, but I find Paul and Lydia’s story both frightening and inspirational.  Frightening in the sense that, I don’t really want God to give me a new vision for my life when everything is going well.  But also inspirational, in that if we are willing to listen to God we just may discover that God has something more in mind for us than we could ever imagine.  

God enlarged Paul’s territory beyond his vision, and God enlarged Lydia’s life more than she envisioned; and because of them and their willingness to listen and to be open to God’s visions for them, here we are 2000 years later.  

And to think that their meeting almost didn’t happen.  There were many things, many events and people that tried to stop God’s vision.  Not everyone was excited to see the gospel spread to the Gentiles.  Others tried to build as many walls as possible to prevent it from spreading.  But God kept working, kept opening people’s minds to the possibilities for new visions . . .all of which led to Lydia’s and Paul’s chance encounter at the river, which as it turns out wasn’t so much chance as it was divine providence.
It’s stories like this that remind me that God can imagine things we cannot.  It’s also stories like this make me pause, and ask myself, and which should cause you to ask yourself, “Is God calling us to unexpected places?”  Does God have a new vision in store for us?    And what might that be?  How are we being called beyond our carefully-considered plans and safe assumptions into something daring, unpredictable… maybe even unprecedented?

Are we willing to listen to God’s vision for our lives?

If the Easter season teaches us anything, it is this: that with God all things are possible if we are willing to risk and stretch, to live and care and grow.  At Easter God gives us a new vision for our lives and for the world; but in order to see that vision come to life, we must be willing to leave our tombs and the dead stuff behind, but also be willing to listen for God’s voice even when we’d rather not.  And often times the latter is harder than the former.

Friends, Easter is the invitation to trust God, and to stand up tall and claim the life Christ has in store.  Which might not be the life we had in mind, but Easter promises it will be bigger and better than we imagined.  

Amen.

