
Jesse Perkins

Modified: Friday, May 24, 2019
Year C, Easter 6

Acts 16:9-15
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“May God prevail upon us”

• I want you to join me in a little mental exercise- I want you to picture a 
comic strip

• You know- like the ones in the newspaper, or online- 3 or 4 frames 
each telling a bit of the story

• First frame: one monk is sitting in prayer, another monk walks by
• Asks what are you doing.
• Monk answers, I’m waiting on a vision from God

• Second frame, day 2: Monk still waiting
• Same monk walks by and asks, still waiting?
• Yes

• Third frame, day 3: Monk walks by, and the monk is very happy
• He has received his vision, and he is ready to follow God!

• Fourth frame, day 4: The monk is once again sitting in prayer
• The second monk comes by again, and says, what are you doing?
• I thought you received a vision and were ready to do what God 

asked
• The praying monk said, Oh yes, I did.  Now I’m waiting for a vision 

to explain what the first one meant
• When I read about Paul today, and particularly after reading a couple of 

weeks go about his miraculous conversion to Christianity
• I imagine he felt much like this monk
• If last week’s sermon and lessons were all about the question, “what is 

holding me back from doing what God wants of me?”
• Then this week is all about, “what is it that God wants?  How do I 

know?”
• We catch up with Paul after quite the journey.  
• He began as Saul, he had seen and heard the risen Christ on the road 

to Damascus 
• And after Peter’s experiencer with Cornelius last week, Paul too was 

certain God wanted him to preach to the Gentiles
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• And he had been trying!
• He leaves Jerusalem, Christianity’s birth place, and heads out to tell 

people about Jesus
• But as one biblical scholar points out: Paul and his companions 

crossed Asia Minor without enough success to warrant a story1

• The Spirit had stopped him from going south and west into Asia
• And from going north into Bythinia: Paul is backed into a costal corner 

unsure of what to try next2
• Paul had even had a falling out with his fellow missionaries Barnabas 

and Mark
• Acts says that the disagreement became so sharp that they parted 

company and went their separate ways (Acts 15:39)
• Paul also kept trying, even though God seemed to close more doors 

than were opened
• It was a second vision for Paul which made clear where he was to 

finally go from here
• Fortunately, this one is easy to interpret
• In his vision, a Man of Macedonia was pleading with him and saying, 

“Come over to Macedonia and help us.”
• And wasting no time, Paul and Silas left to go

• As with Paul’s conversion and first vision, sometimes I think it is hard to 
apply such stories to our own lives

• It is not every day we get these big, mystical, awe-inspiring, and 
completely clear messages from God. 

• But some people really do experience God in what might be 
considered mystical ways

• I once heard that somewhere around 30% of seminarians- those who 
have come to believe God wants something very different for their lives

• Those who have chosen to follow God by relocating and even giving 
up careers

• Only 30% have had this type of call to ordained ministry- the Paul kind
• The kind that for them had no other explanation and it made everything 

else less important
• I am one of them- one Sunday, kneeling in a pew for the Eucharist, 

completely happy with my career path as a computer programmer

 Soards, Marion, Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary, 1401

 Brian Peterson, http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=16272
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• And then Not.  And then a moment when I knew God wanted my life to 
go in a different direction

• To be at an altar- I saw myself there… it was an experience that 
literally and instantly changed the course of my life.  

• And it was the last time I experienced something like that.  
• If you have had one experience like that in your life, you are doing well- 

hold on to it and cherish 
• But the other 70% found God’s call in less obvious ways- in a quiet, 

persistent feeling that never quite goes away
• A wrinkle in their mind or heart that cannot be ironed out
• We always say it is important to listen and follow the risen Christ- I’ve 

preached a lot of sermons along those lines
• But too often when we talk about following God’s call, and listening to 

God speak
• We leave out the “figuring out what it means” part
• It is not always a simple task to discern where to go next, as we see in 

Paul’s life today
• So I am grateful for our lesson today, for it tells us that the first step in 

figuring out what God might be calling is to simply… not give up.
• And to give it our attention, even if it feels as though we are thwarted at 

each turn
• I think today, through Paul, is an invitation to be present, to sit and 

wait, in those unknown times
• I might call it, the times of Holy Discontent.  
• The place in our lives where we know God is moving and around us, 

but we do not know what yet.  
• To be faithful even in the almost but not yet, high anxiety, high 

unknown times
• Because God is preparing us, and perhaps others, while we wait.  

• Also, like Paul, sometimes figuring out what God wants of us is trial and 
error

• I’ll admit- this is how I often approach large decisions
• I make plans, or make a decision, prepare to “pull the trigger,” and I 

just sit with it for a few days
• Sometimes there is peace in a decision, sometimes there is not
• There was a particular moment in my life when such a trial and error 

did exactly what it should have
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• It was when I was in college, and I had decided to drop out of a 
program that I had been in for the first two years

• It was a second minor, I didn’t need it, it was extra work- all reasons to 
drop it

• I made my decision, went and told the director of the program, and 
then Katy and I went for a walk

• By the end of that walk, I was going right back into that office to cancel 
my withdrawal- I was almost sick at my stomach about it

• It was only two years later that being in that program brought me in 
contact with the Episcopal Church

• And in that same program I was exposed to theological and Biblical 
study that I had never imagined before

• Had I dropped out of that college program, I would not be here now
•
• Sometimes the visions aren’t there
• Instead it is trial and error, actively waiting and discerning with other 

Christians and in prayer
• That is how we figure out what God is up to and needs us to do
• The Good news is that the time it takes to figure it out, and even the 

wrong turns, can all be used by God
• It all builds into God’s timing, and things line up and happen when they 

need to, I think
• What brings this home for me is Lydia in our reading today

• It is almost impossible to think of all the little things that had to line up 
for Paul to meet Lydia

• A vision from God to go to Macedonia
• Time it took them, wrong turns, time of day Paul arrived
• And Lydia- a female head of the household, business woman and 

dealer of purple cloth
• All unusual in this era
• One writer described her as Mary and Martha rolled into one: both 

active and worshipful3
• Sometimes these coincidences are so significant, it is hard not to 

imagine God in them
• And this all aligns just right, and both Paul and Lydia’s faith produce a 

major turn of events

 Ronald Cole-Turner, Feasting on the Word Year C Volume 2, 4743
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• This becomes Paul’s first convert, and the start of Christianity in what 
we now know as Europe.  

• And it gives us one of my favorite phrases: Lydia “prevailed upon them” 
to stay

• Insisted- would not take no for an answer
• That’s exactly what I think God does to us
• So many times I see God moving and working in the timing and the 

coincidences that happen each week
• Sometimes, things line up in almost impossible ways, and unlock a 

new, divine, moment
• Sometimes God moves in the big picture with big, life changing events,
• But more often than not I find God in the small coincidences that line 

up to change lives
• It is God, rather than the devil, who occupies the details of our lives
• Orienting us along the way, culminating in opportunities that can 

change the world, as it did with Paul
• Listening, taking time to discern God’s call is part of what living as a 

resurrected people is all about
• It has occupied our lessons ever since Easter morning
• Now that Jesus has risen, what were the disciples to do, and what are 

we to do? 
• Resurrection not only has eternal life and second chances
• Resurrected living knows that each moment can be resurrected into 

something amazing
• A moment when God’s grace can shine through- you never know when 

it is all going to line up
• And when we are surprisingly changed
• As we try to follow the risen Lord, and as we try to figure out what 

exactly that means for us here and now
• May God prevail upon us as Lydia did to Paul
• Honor our efforts, our attempts at discernment, and even our false 

starts and confusion
• And even our need for a second vision to better understand
• And create a moment when it all lines up… when God’s grace is made 

apparent, and lives are changed.

Amen.
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