Acts 16.16-34 – Easter 7C - SVLC – May 16, 2010

Grace to you and peace from Jesus the Christ, who lovingly unites us as one this day.  AMEN.  
Christ binds us together as one, this day.  Sisters and brothers in Christ, the Gospel of John just read assures us once again that we are, as Martin Luther said, “filled to the utmost with God.”  This is true all the time whether it feels true or not…for all creation is filled to the utmost with God.  But just in case you’re feeling like your God-tank is on empty, let me assure you that it’s being and about to be filled up again this morning -- not because of anything that I do or don’t do…or that our music does or doesn’t do or that you do or don’t do, no offense to us, but -- because of what God does in this place as we gather to hear and eat.  In the hearing and the eating we are once again “filled to the utmost with God.”  No matter what you’ve done or haven’t done this past week, you are “filled to the utmost with God.” Ponder that for a moment.  Now turn tell your neighbor how that makes you feel -- to be filled up with God.  Good?  Uncomfortable?  Tell them…

The disciples were filled with God too.  And in our first lesson from the book of the Acts of the Apostles, some incredible things happen to them.  Once again, take a look at your first lesson.  

Paul and Silas, right after our lesson from last week, where Paul and the others met, baptized and then were immediately treated to the generosity and hospitality of Lydia, the woman in purple, down by the river.

Now, the saga continues and they start being followed around by this “slave-girl” who has a special gift, but she’s exploited for her gift.  She’s locked up.  She can tell things others can’t, some call her a fortune teller.  I think there are people like her around even today -- those types that can just see things or tell things about you by using this mysterious sixth sense.  But her gift is being misused.  There’s a touchdown point here for all of us -- how many of us, like the servant girl have a gift that is being misused (money, talents?), whether misused because someone else is exploiting or dominating us…or misused because we are making a decision to use what God has given us only for our own betterment (haunted by God’s question).  In a sense, we, like her, can be all locked up…even while we proclaim the truth.  She was following Paul and Silas around but as a prisoner, proclaiming the truth.  Does anyone disagree with what she was saying?  “These men are slaves of the most high God, who proclaim salvation.”  Oh the irony -- locked up, proclaiming freedom.
This is a text and a message today about liberty and freedom, being all wrapped up together.  Complicated.  We are free in Christ -- and this means we are bound by that liberty to serve and love.

So then what happens, Paul turns and casts out the misguided spirit, and ultimately she becomes free.  Her owners were so upset by her liberation, by what Paul did in the name of Christ that they started beating Paul and Silas right there in the street.  Now if you started beating someone up in the public marketplace, I would think you would be the one thrown in prison. But not here: as if getting beaten up wasn’t bad enough, then they get locked in prison, and not an outer holding cell.  The text says that Paul and Silas were “thrown” into the innermost cell -- maximum security.  Now who’s free? 

And what do they do?  [pause] They sing.  Singing hymns in prison.  

Such a poetic image.  It catches the paradox of our lesson today:  Following Jesus is like singing in prison.  Nothing can hold back the joy and the love that is ours through the power of the resurrection.  Nothing can hold back the joy and the love of God that fills us “to the utmost.”  It’s like singing in prison.  

Liberty and freedom, freedom and liberty, the text flows on -- and an earthquake hits again.  Only this one is so big that it shakes their shackles loose, and shatters the foundations.  Is this literal?  Is it a metaphor?  Who cares!  This is a text not about some event that happened long ago.  This is a text about us today.  The freedom -- the earthquake -- that shook them, shakes us today and our shackles drop off.  Whatever holds us back from being the people that God is calling us to be, has fallen off this morning.  You are free! (let me pause…)
Back to the text one last time?  Now the most shocking part of the whole story:  If you were beaten for doing a good deed, if you were wrongly accused, thrown into prison, maximum security prison, cold, hungry, tired, far from home -- and then an earthquake hits and you were suddenly free, don’t you think you would go running so fast out of there -- like Forrest Gump getting out the army?    
But those apostles stay!  They stay and befriend and convert and eat with the prison guard, the very one who threw them in there so violently.  They dine with their enemy.  This image of singing in prison is a powerful one, but the Gospel goes even further.  Singing in prison suggests there’s still an enemy, there’s still death, and we sing regardless.  But dining with the enemy swallows death up forever!  [pause]   Today through oneness of Christ, we stay and we dine.  We hear and we eat.  Stay and dine.
I want you to take two images with you this week:  the image of singing in prison.  And then the image of dining with your former enemy.  This is what resurrection power does, it enables us to see with new eyes.  This is the power of being filled to the utmost with Christ.  Praise be to God for this life-giving power and salvation that is ours this day and every day through Christ Jesus our Savior.  AMEN.

