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                             Acts 16:9-15


The author of “The Acts of the Apostles”, a book that is placed in the Bible in between the four Gospels and the letters of Paul, certainly knows how to tell a good story.  At times, in fact, the book sounds like the synopsis for a soap opera and at other times like the outline of an action movie.  There are protagonists and antagonists, conflicts and resolutions.  These are easy stories to read—certainly they were written with some entertainment value in mind.  But it can be a challenge to trace the line between these stories and our own story.  Are we supposed to get anything from this book other than a sense of admiration for the early apostles and founders of the first Christian churches?  Are we supposed to learn anything other than that they faced a number of obstacles as they started to spread Christianity?  We are living in a completely different time and place and at a completely different point in the development of the Christian church.  What do these stories have to teach us about our lives?


Well, what do these story have to teach us about hearing God’s call and responding to God’s call?  Maybe I’ve been hanging around KC for too long at this point, but CALL has become an essential key to me for interpreting scripture.  My life is certainly different from Paul and Silas’, just as it is profoundly different from every person described in scripture.  But throughout scripture, people are called by God, summoned by God to move or change or receive or lead.  And throughout scripture people struggle to respond to that call, sometimes running away, sometimes agreeing, sometimes struggling to follow through on their initial willingness to respond.  Here at KC, we’ve place at the center of our life together the affirmation that God calls EACH OF US and ALL OF US just like God called the people in the Bible.  Which is to say, God has given up on the world yet and God still wants to act in and through our lives.  Can I get an Amen to that?


The stories in Acts are in essence Call stories, and we can distill from them some lessons about CALL which will help us to hear God’s call and respond to it in our lives today.  


To begin with, our readings today give us some clues about what kinds of thing lead us towards understanding God’s call.  First of all, call results from an AWARENESS OF COMMUNITY NEED.  The entire story begins when Paul has a dream of a man from Macedonia saying, “Come and help us.”  

There are a number of stories in the Bible of people hearing God’s call through a dream.  Now, that can mean a couple of things.  We know for ourselves that dreams sometimes feel like they come to us out of the blue.  We puzzle over them for days wondering what they might mean and why they showed up in our heads.  But we also know that dreams can express in a clear way something that has been brewing in our minds for a while.  They bring to the surface something that has been building in our subconscious as bits of experience, bits of data start to accumulate.  We don’t know what sort of dream this was for Paul, but I wonder if he might have been wondering if there was a need for Christian community outside of his own context, beyond his own community. “  The dream pulls together all those niggling thoughts in such a forceful way that Paul can no longer deny it.  He is clear that there is a community need and he discerns from that that God is calling him to respond.  That’s an important jump for Paul.  He doesn’t dream that God is calling to him.  He dreams that a Macedonian is calling to him and when he becomes aware of that community’s need, he concludes that God is calling him to respond.

The second thing that we learn about call from today’s story in Acts is that is results from, it arises out of, SPIRITUAL PRACTICES.  When Paul and Silas arrive in Macedonia, in Philippi, they have a strategy in mind.  They wait for the Jewish Sabbath to arrive and they go outside of the gates of the city where they have learned they will find God-worshipers.  

The significance of that phrase is lost on us as we read it in English, but in Paul’s day, a God-worshiper in a Gentile community was someone who was worshiping the God of Israel.  In other words, they were Gentiles who were observing Jewish rituals, Jewish worship practices.  They aren’t referred to as Jews because they haven’t fully converted to Judaism.  But they worship the same God as the Jews, read the same scripture as the Jews, and so Paul and Silas know that they will share some common ground.  They have a context into which they can place the story of Jesus, a frame of reference that makes it more likely that they will understand the importance of the story.  There is quite a bit of evidence that there were so-called “God-worshippers” or “God-fearers” throughout the Roman world, and these people played an extremely important role in the early spread of Christianity.

Paul and Silas begin their conversation with Lydia when she is engaged with worship.  They know that she is ready to hear their story.  They know that her spiritual practice, her spiritual discipline, has already opened her up.  Sometimes at KC we talk about how spiritual disciplines plow the ground, till the soil of our lives and then God drops in a seed that is our call.  So while a call sometimes feels like a bolt from the blue, scripture and experience both teach that there is preparation that we can engage in that helps us be receptive to a call:  awareness of community needs and commitment to spiritual discipline. 

One other thing to note about this story:  Call results in HOSPITALITY.  Call leads us to open up our home, our sense of who belongs, to whom we are connected.  This is true for both Paul and Lydia.  Paul’s call leads him to expand his territory to include Macedonia but also to expand his sense of who belongs in God’s family to include the Macedonians.  And when Lydia hears the story of Jesus, her first response is to open up her home, to invite Paul and Silas to stay with her and to start a new community right there in her home.

These characteristics of call that we’ve pulled out of these stories from Acts show up in other call stories in scripture as well.  See for yourself—use these three characteristics as a tool and see what they unlock in some of the other stories that you remember.  How about the story of Moses?  That’s one of the stories we go to most frequently when we start thinking about how to hear and respond to God’s call.  Remember the story of Moses’ encounter with the burning bush, the moment when it all comes together for him and he finally understands that God is calling him to lead the Israelite people to freedom?  God tells Moses, “I have heard the cries of my people.”  God is aware of the needs of the community, needs that Moses ran away from.  But God won’t let Moses forget the cries of the people because that’s part of how call begins.

But even before God mentions the cries of the people, God instructs Moses:  Take off your shoes.  You are standing on holy ground.  God urges Moses to engage in a ritual act, in an act of worship.  That moment when Moses complies and honors God with his humble, bare feet is a moment of spiritual practice that opens him up to receiving God’s call.

And what is the result of his call?  Well, the immediate result of course is that Moses goes back to Egypt, he goes back to the place of his birth, the place he grew up.  But Egypt is not his home any more than Midian where he had run to was his home.  Moses’ call ultimately ends up with the Israelites’ arrival in the Promised Land, a broad and open place in pointed contrast to Egypt, which in Hebrew is “mitzrayim”, literally, the narrow place.  Moses’ call leads to a new and open home for all of the Israelite people.

We could continue this analysis with other stories, other people’s experience hearing and responding to God’s call, but what about our own?  What about us here at the Kittamaqundi Community?  

Since I’ve been a part of KC, I’ve seen a number of calls emerge and bear fruit within our community.  It’s been delightful to see how the call to develop a Sacred Garden has grown up in our community—beginning first in the Vision Team and then Elaine Buderer and Joe Brunetti and others have moved forward with it.  We’ve seen our call to be involved with the Route One Day Center also develop over the past few years.  Both of these calls grew out of an awareness of community need, both came into this community, grounded in spiritual practice, and both have resulted in opening up our home, widening our sense of community.

But I’ve also seen some calls come to an end in the five years I’ve served this community.  This year, for example, we withdrew from the Rebuilding Together/Christmas in April program.  This decision resulted in part because we felt that the community need for this program was changing.  The needs that the program sought to meet needed a different kind of team than the one we could offer.  

And now, we need to seriously reconsider our response to another call.  For the past seven years, Ellen King has led our community’s participation in the Cold Weather Shelter.  We’ve been involved with that program since it began, opening our church home to those without a warm place to stay for one or two weeks during the winter, joining in with churches across this county in this program coordinated by Grassroots Crisis Intervention here in Howard County.  But after seven years of taking the lead, Ellen is clear that it is time for her to step aside.  And although she has sent out a number of invitations, so far, no one has stepped forward to coordinate the program.  Just this week, we received an email from the Cold Weather Shelter staff inquiring whether we were really out.  Ellen, being the woman of faith that she is, replied that while no one had yet stepped forward to make sure the program continued, she couldn’t say for certain that we were withdrawing from the program.

What does this mean?  Does it mean that God is no longer calling us to share our church with people who don’t have homes?  I simply can’t believe that it’s true.  I can’t imagine that God would be pleased with a church that stands empty all winter long as churches all over the county steps up to take their turn.  I believe that God yearns for us to open up our home, to expand our sense of community, and if we’re not able to do that, I think it must mean that we either aren’t sufficiently attuned to our community’s needs OR we are slipping in our engagement with spiritual disciplines.  We’ve seen time and time again that those things prepare us to receive God’s call.

For the past month or so, ever since I heard Ellen’s decision to step back from leading our involvement with the Cold Weather Shelter, I’ve been praying for two things.  First, I’ve prayed that we would find a way to respond—that we would think beyond all the blocks and barriers, that we would find a creative solution to our need for leadership, that we would re-think our approach to how we structure the work.  Second, I’ve prayed that I would be able to accept whatever our community decides to do, that I would be able to be a loving and faithful Enabling Minister to this congregation even if it withdraws from the Cold Weather Shelter program. 

To be honest, neither prayer has been answered.  I simply can’t accept that this church withdraws from the Cold Weather Shelter program.  There is no way we can call our selves a call-based church and do that. 

So let’s be in prayer, and then I invite your response.
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