Breaking the Chains

Acts 16:16-35

 In our call to worship, we heard the job description of the Messiah.  “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me to preach good news to the poor, proclaim release to the captives, and to let the oppressed go free. To proclaim God’s favor.”

In Acts 16 we see how the followers of Jesus continue this job description.  

            We have all seen a travelogue. Perhaps it revolved around a slide show, or maybe a video. We have been led by others to walk along the roads they traveled on vacation, or a special anniversary trip. They have given us a play by play, maybe day by day description of the journey – hoping to share some of the joy and thrill with us.  It never quite works out that way, but we all try to share what matters most to us.

            Acts is a kind of travelogue. The author, Luke, wants us to walk those roads of ancient Rome with the first evangelists. He wants us to be fellow travelers with the first ones to take the Good News of Jesus the Christ into the world. He wants us to catch some of the thrill and joy of those encounters. He wants us to see some of the hurdles and barriers that we will face on our own roads as we, too, seek to tell the story of Jesus; and the story of our lives.

            

In this weeks episode, Paul and Silas are in Macedonia, north of Greece, on the edge of modern Europe. They are going from town to town, preaching in the squares, looking for people who have some spiritual depth, curiosity, need. They tend to go to those sacred spots where people in every community gather for prayer and worship: under a great tree, by the river near the waterfall, maybe at a shrine just outside the city gate. 

            In today’s story, they are making their rounds when a fortune telling slave girl begins to bug them. Now this is not a miracle story that I am particularly proud of.  The girl it seems has latched onto them, and she, the slave, keeps shouting “These men are slaves of the Most High God. Whoohoo! Looky here. These big, bad boys are here to proclaim the big, bad God of the universe. Now hear this. Stranger danger! Stranger danger!” It is demonic activity in that it interferes with the work of Paul and Silas. They can not get a word in for all her noise. 

So the travelogue writer tells us that Paul, in frustration, silences this woman. He frees her from the spirit of fortune telling; he silences her noisy performance in the name of Jesus. He asserts the power of Jesus over the spirits that would interfere with his gospel message. He breaks her chains to the psychic slavery.

 

Ah, but the locals are not impressed. The men who managed this woman, who owned her, who made some money off her, are quite angry. I mean, the honoring of the gods is all well and good, but it better not interfere with business. Its fine to do a little preaching and maybe some charity work, but do not stand up for the rights of migrant workers; do not treat the coal miners like they are real people; do not grant any liberty or recognition to the misery of those who make money for the authorities.  Leave the rights of women out of all this. Leave the state lottery alone, even it is a noisome tax on the poor.  We have got to do business, and religion should not get in the way.

The owners of the fortune teller are not pleased when they see that Paul and Silas have gone from preaching to meddling; from talking pie in the sky, to breaking real chains here on earth. That can be bad for the bottom line.

So “we got trouble, trouble right here in River City. Trouble, that starts with a T which rhymes with P which stands for”  persecution. Arrest. Beatings and prison. The owners haul the two evangelists before the authorities, and they stir up the mob with wild talk and accusations.  Look at the charges:

Disturbing the peace – they actually contributed to the peace by quieting this girl down.  But they have disturbed a piece of the profit margin.

They are Jews – a little anti Semitism never hurts.  Suspicion of strangers, and those who are different is always good for getting a mob riled up. All you need are a few racial slurs to fill out the poster boards.

They advocate customs not lawful for real, patriotic Romans like us.

Here comes the shock jock, the hate monger, the talk show radio host who gets his kicks and his audience by denigrating someone else. Here comes the human capacity to secure one’s own position and power by beating someone else down. There is nothing like a good common enemy to unite the crowd into action. 

The two disciples are beaten and thrown in jail. They are locked in the maximum security section, with extra chains on their feet. Somebody wants to make a point to them.

About midnight, Paul and Silas are praying and singing hymns to God, and the prisoners are listening to them. Perhaps Paul and Silas pray and sing together every night, and this is just their end of the day vespers. 

But I think that having failed to do much evangelism in the streets that day, they have decided to do it in prison. They are witnessing to their faith, hope and love in the sight of the other debtors, petty criminals, and outcasts. Who cares about such people?  God does. 

Our Session took under its care a young woman from Hilton Head, South Carolina named Catherine Schilling. She is a senior at Union Seminary. She heard a call to the gospel ministry when she was a high school student, and went to Romania on a mission trip. Standing in an orphanage, surrounded by abandoned children, she heard God speak to her. She came home, changed her college destination, and her major. She set her course to go to seminary.

During her time in seminary here, she was drawn to the women’s prison in Goochland, where she became a regular volunteer chaplain. She says that she has the most incredible sense of the Holy Spirit when she enters the prison to be a pastor to those who are behind bars. The Holy Spirit keeps drawing this young woman from the country club neighborhood of Hilton Head to the most unlikely places so that she may share the gospel of God’s love.  Sometimes we have to go to the edges to hear what is at the Center of our lives.  As we can tell from Acts, this has been going on for a long time. 

In one of his letters Paul writes “I know how to be abased and how to abound. I have learned the secret of being well fed and of being in need. I can do all things through him who strengthens me.” Apparently, that all things includes singing praise in prison. He learns how to testify to God’s grace and mercy even when he is trouble.

Well, strange things happen in the night. There is an earthquake, the walls shake, the building threatens to come down around them. Even the chains fall off. The theme of this travelogue after all is “breaking chains”.  Setting the prisoners free. Releasing people who are captive to all manner of lesser gods and big anxieties.

Take the jailer, for example. He probably lives next door to the jail. He rushes over in the dark of night to see doors standing open, and gaping holes in the walls. There are no excuses allowed for failure in his business. He draws his sword ready to end it all nice and quick, rather than be subject to great public humiliation and worse. 

A voice comes out of the dark. “Do no harm. Put your sword away. We are all still here, waiting for you.” The jailer rushes in , kneels before his prisoners because he recognizes some new authority. He realizes that he is in the presence of something he has never seen before. Here is the power to cause earthquakes and the mercy to do no harm, even to enemies. This is something very strange happening. It brings him to his knees.

He asks a question. “Sirs” (no more racial slurs here). “Sirs, What must I do to live through this?  What must I do to be rescued from this failure, what must I do to overcome this tragedy, what must I do to be saved from this night?”  He asks an immediate question, but Paul gives him a global answer.  

The man is a prisoner of his job, a prisoner of local customs, a prisoner of his duty. Paul sets him free.  “Believe in a new Lord, Jesus. Trust in this Jesus, you and your household, and it will go well with you.”   And they proclaimed the word to him and to his household. Paul and Silas are evangelists on the street, in the jail, and now in the house of the jailer. Paul and Silas are breaking chains wherever they go. So the grateful jailer washes their wounds from the day’s beating. And they wash, baptize him and his family into a new trust, a new life, a new direction.

Chains are broken and new beginnings are offered.

That is this week’s episode in the perils of Paul and Silas. The travelogue is shared with us by Luke, so that we, too, may share the story of Jesus with each other, and with all we meet along our way.

Thanks be to God.
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