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“Welcome”
Acts 16:9-15 & John 5:1-9
The Easter season comes to an end next Sunday and while we may want to preoccupy ourselves with the miracle of the resurrection, the power of our Easter faith will not allow us to linger at the empty tomb.  Instead we are called as the early disciples and apostles were called to welcome all into our midst.

The story of Lydia and Paul that comes to us this morning from The Acts of the Apostles is a story of conversion. It is a story not only of Lydia’s conversion but of Paul’s conversion.  

The conversion of Lydia was a conversion of faith.  She became a Christian convert.  

The conversion of Paul was not a conversion of faith but a conversion in which he became aware that the church was moving well beyond the walls of the city of Jerusalem and that its doors would be open to all and that as the psalmist proclaimed – God’s saving power was to be among all nations (Psalm 67:2).   
Lydia was a wealthy woman from city of Thyatira.  She was a dealer in purple cloth, a luxury item for the wealthy.  As such she was very likely a woman of means who moved in privileged circles through her work and business.  
How is it that Paul comes to meet her?  Paul is intent on traveling to the east but in a vision he turns west.  Paul sails from the port city of Troas in what is now known as modern-day Turkey to Neapolis in what is now known as modern-day Greece.

What makes Paul’s journey significant is that the boundary of Europe has now been crossed.  In his encounter with Lydia we see once more how the church continued to move beyond Jerusalem.
But we know that even before Paul went outside the gate of the city of Philippi where he met Lydia for the first time that Peter had already traveled to Samaria with John to proclaim the good news to the Samaritans, a people despised for religious and social reasons.  We know it was Philip who baptized the Ethiopian eunuch, a castrated male who under Mosaic law was excluded from the religious community. (Deuteronomy 23:1)  And as we learned last Sunday, it was Peter who was taken to Cornelius, a Roman soldier, to share with him as well as with his relatives and close friends all that God commanded him to say.  
So like Peter, Paul also becomes increasingly aware that the church is moving beyond Jerusalem.  Lydia responded to what Paul said and she and her household were baptized.  
In a sense Paul’s encounter with Lydia is scandalous.  I imagine there were those who were thinking to themselves:  “Not again!”  

First it was the despised Samaritans who accepted the word of God through the testimony of Peter and John.  (Acts 8:14)  Then it was the Ethiopian eunuch who was eager to hear Philip’s proclamation of the good news and to be baptized (Acts 8:35).  Then it was Cornelius, a Roman soldier, who was eager to listen to Peter (Acts 10:33).  Now Lydia, a woman of wealth, is the one who is anxious to listen to what Paul has to say. (Acts 16:14)  
How can this be?  To many it made no sense.  There were differences in race and national identities – from the Middle East to Africa to Europe; from Jews and Gentiles; from Samaritans to Ethiopians to Romans to Greeks.  There were differences in gender and sexual identities – of men and women and eunuchs.  There were differences in social status – of a merchant and a soldier.  There were differences in wealth – of the very rich and the very poor.  

The differences abound yet in the end each shared a common response to the good news of Jesus Christ and each becomes a convert.  For some in the early church and for others in the church down through the centuries and today, such a mix of folks has been cause for great turmoil and division.

We may be tempted to create communities of faith with others who are like-minded.  Yet we know when the church sets boundaries of exclusion – whether by race or gender, political ideologies or religious dogmas, economic class or social status, we know that the church ceases to be the church.  That is why the conversion of Peter, Paul, Philip, Silas and so many others is significant for us to recognize because it speaks to the necessity of our own conversion.

Their conversion, our conversion is not a conversion of faith but of an understanding that the church is to be open to all and to welcome all.  It is Peter who articulates what we know to be true and what the early disciples and apostles knew themselves to be true.  “I truly understand,” Peter said, “that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears God and does what is right is acceptable to God.”  (Acts 10:34-35)  
Kahu Ed Wulfekuehler and I usually go on an early morning walk near his home every Friday.  Kahu is on his way back to the Midwest so we did not have a chance to go for our regular walk last week.
But when we are able to walk together there is always more than enough for us to talk about as we attempt to solve the world’s problems in the thirty minutes it takes to walk up a hill and back.  Many of you know that Kahu Ed has a wonderful sense of humor.
Recently, after one of our walks we sat down – as we always do – to talk story.  When our discussion turned to who we think gets into heaven and who doesn’t, he told the following story.  I suppose the same can be said about who we think gets into the church and who doesn’t.
St. Peter is busy at the gate checking folks into heaven.  Out of the corner of his eye he notices some commotion across the way near the fence.

There is a fence you know.  Otherwise there would be no purpose for a gate.

A man is standing with his back to him.  St. Peter notices that the man is stooped over offering a hand to people climbing down a puka or hole under the chain link fence and pulling them through.

He walks over clearly angry at what he sees.  He approaches the man who is busy sending people on their way.  In a loud and distraught voice St. Peter says to the apparent stranger, “Hey, just what is it that you think you’re doing?”

The man turns around.  St. Peter notices it’s Jesus.  
Jesus answers in a quiet voice, “It’s okay.  They’re my friends.”

The point of the story for me is whether we look at heaven or whether we look at the church, the great surprise for many will be that God shows no partiality and if that is true then neither should we show any partiality.  In the early church, Peter, Philip, Silas, Paul and so many others experienced God’s Spirit drawing them into community with people who were vastly different from themselves.

That was true for the early church.  That is true for us today.

As we open ourselves to the Spirit’s leading we will discover like Paul the many ways God continues to bless us through others.  Lydia responded to Paul’s preaching by becoming a convert.  The genuineness of her conversion was reflected in her hospitality, her welcome to Paul and Silas after they were released from prison.
Both Paul and Silas returned to Lydia’s house where others had gathered.  Her home had already become a house church.  It was there they offered their words of encouragement.  It was there that Lydia welcomed them.

So it is that we welcome all to this place.
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