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John 14:23-29, Rev. 21:10, 21:22-22:5

Traveling Mercies

How one travels reveals a lot about a person. As summer approaches it seems like a lot of us are either traveling or planning trips these days. What kind of a traveler are you? There are the ‘plan the trip in detail so we can look forward to it’ travelers. These are the ones among us who love the AAA travel department and remember fondly the days of ‘trip tiks’ where our journeys were mapped out with a bright marker and one could turn the pages and follow every step of the journey. Plan ahead travelers now a days have all the confirmation emails safely stored in their laptops and their route mapped out on Google maps. 

Then there are the ‘travel is an adventure’ kind of travelers. These travelers will hop in the car and head out, buying tooth paste and new socks along they way. They buy a one way ticket, not ready to decide where they will be when it is time to come home. They don’t worry about what is around the corner. They love corners and the possibilities of what adventure, or place or people might be there. When your household contains both the ‘plan every detail’ and the ‘it’s and adventure!’ travelers it is probably a good thing, but it may make for some creative conversations when it comes time to plan vacations.

Our story in this morning’s scripture is about a traveler named Paul. I am not sure if he was a ‘plan every detail’ or an, ‘it’s an adventure’ kind of traveler at heart, but it seems like he was able to be both. 

A couple of Sundays ago I mentioned that our lectionary, or suggested readings, for the Sundays following Easter take us on a journey though the book, The Acts of the Apostles. Much of Acts reads a lot like a travelogue. Acts is an account of the birth and beginnings of the Christian Church. It is believed to be written by the same person who wrote the gospel of Luke and it continues on in the story of the followers of Jesus. 

The notes at the beginning of Acts in the New Oxford Annotated Bible describe the book this way: “Acts tells the dramatic story of the birth and expansion of the church from the time of the ascension of Jesus until the arrival of Paul in Rome. The account was intended to imbue Christians of Luke’s day with an unshakable confidence in their future through a didactic survey of their past.”
 Christians down through the centuries have continued to find confidence and hope in the stories of Acts. 

Paul, the traveler, was a big part of the growth and expansion of the church. Paul was the one, remember, who started out as Saul, the feared persecutor of any who followed Christ. He was relentless and cruel. There are accounts of his work as Saul in the early chapters of Acts. One day however, on the road to Damascus Paul had a vision. He met Jesus on that road and was forever changed. He changed his name from Saul to Paul and became as strong a messenger for the gospel as he had been against it. Acts tells the stories of some of Paul’s missionary journeys. Later on in our New Testament, we have epistles, or letters, Paul wrote to some of the churches he visited and/or established as he traveled – Corinth, Rome, Philippi.

Today we read the account of Paul’s travels to Macedonia. Macedonia is current day Europe. Paul here is beginning to take the message of Christ beyond Asia. It is a significant step in our church’s history. Two themes stand out for me in this passage we read this morning. 

First, there is the emphasis on the power of the Holy Spirit at work in our lives. The ‘plan ahead’ traveler in Paul had to make room for the ‘it’s an adventure’ traveler in him. Paul had a plan. He was ready and willing to go. His preparation, his willingness are an important part of this story. God just had another plan this time. Some doors shut for Paul and others opened. I am sure most of us are familiar with this way the Spirit works in our own lives. Planning is good. It helps make us ready for when the Holy Spirit calls.  

It is not clear how Paul knew that the Spirit has forbidden him to speak the Word in Asia but he knew it. Maybe it was the weather. Maybe there were threats against his life. He was making lots of enemies. Then in the next verse it is the Spirit of Jesus, a phrase used no where else in Acts, that forbids Paul and his fellow travelers from preaching in Bithynia. It was clear to them that the places they thought they would be going were no longer on their itinerary. 

And then, with a vision of a man pleading with him to come and help, Paul knows where he needs to be. He will go to Macedonia, a new place. This is what is around the corner in Paul’s journey. And so he goes.  By the power of the Holy Spirit, God is at work in Paul’s life, and in ours. 

The second part of our story today is the encounter between Paul and Lydia. It does not say here this morning if Lydia was a mother, but in a few brief verses here we get a picture of a strong and capable woman. She is described as, ‘a worshiper of God’ and a ‘dealer in purple cloth.’ Being a worshiper of God suggests that she is a Gentile, attracted to Judaism, but not yet ready to make a full commitment. She is in the process of learning. As a dealer in purple cloth she is also a business person, accustomed to dealing with the wealthy of her community. They are the ones who could afford to wear purple. One commentator referred to her as, “contemplative Mary and active Martha all rolled into one, her heart set on God even while her work gets done.”
 Qualities we look to and appreciate and give thanks for in the women in our lives this Mother’s Day. 

It is this woman, Lydia, who becomes the first Christian convert in Europe. Scripture suggests that she goes on to become one of the leaders of the church in Philippi. Here again we witness the intersection of human preparation and God’s grace. Paul and Lydia meet as she is taking some time away from her surely busy life to pray. Paul and his traveling companions decide to go outside the city to the place of prayer they had heard about. While there, they did what they probably had done many times before, they sat down with the people who were there and talked. Lydia was ready. All of her prayer, reflection, and work brought her to this place. We don’t know exactly what Paul and Lydia said to one another but we do know that, ‘the Lord opened Lydia’s heart’ and she and her whole household were baptized. This story speaks volumes about the power of God at work in us, through us. 

One commentator summarized the interaction between Paul, Lydia and the Holy Spirit in this way:

Lydia is decisive because she is discerning, able to see through the events on the surface to the deeper workings of God’s Spirit. She is discerning because God has opened her heart to a new level of perception. God has given her this ability to perceive because she comes to worship. She comes to worship because she is hungering for something more in life, something beyond the commercial success she has apparently achieved. She is hungering for more because that restless Spirit, who is surely in us all before we ever know it, has stirred up a holy longing in her soul. Every step of the way, the Spirit prompts and calls and blesses her and, through her, blesses us.

What kind of a traveler are you? ‘Plan every detail’ or ‘it’s an adventure’? The Holy Spirit works through both. The church needs both. May the longings of our souls meet the grace and power of God today. 
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