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For reflection: "Hospitality knows no gender or race."                        Danny Meyer  
 
Psalm of the Day:  
May God be gracious to us and bless us and make his face to shine upon us,   
that your way may be known upon earth, your saving power among all nations.  
Let the peoples praise you, O God; let all the peoples praise you.  
Let the nations be glad and sing for joy, for you judge the peoples with equity and guide the nations 
upon earth.   
Let the peoples praise you, O God; let all the peoples praise you.  
The earth has yielded its increase; God, our God, has blessed us.  
May God continue to bless us; let all the ends of the earth revere him.  
 
A Reading from the Book of Acts: Acts 16:9-15     
 
During the night Paul had a vision: there stood a man of Macedonia pleading with him and saying, 
“Come over to Macedonia and help us.” When he had seen the vision, we immediately tried to cross 
over to Macedonia, being convinced that God had called us to proclaim the good news to them. We set 
sail from Troas and took a straight course to Samothrace, the following day to Neapolis, and from there 
to Philippi, which is a leading city of the district of Macedonia and a Roman colony. We remained in this 
city for some days. On the sabbath day we went outside the gate by the river, where we supposed there 
was a place of prayer; and we sat down and spoke to the women who had gathered there. A certain 
woman named Lydia, a worshiper of God, was listening to us; she was from the city of Thyatira and a 
dealer in purple cloth. The Lord opened her heart to listen eagerly to what was said by Paul. When she 
and her household were baptized, she urged us, saying, “If you have judged me to be faithful to the 
Lord, come and stay at my home.” And she prevailed upon us. 
 

Sermon: When We're Lydia  
 As we may remember, the Book of Acts was written by the same author as the Gospel of Luke 
and tells the history of the early church as it developed after Jesus' resurrection.  Our reading is the 
lectionary's recommended text for the day and continues its telling, particularly of the work of Paul and 
Peter in preaching among the Gentiles—i.e. people that weren't hereditary Jews.     
 Today's text reports Paul's travel and works throughout Roman cities.  However, we shouldn't 
understand those cities to be culturally homogenous.  As the Roman Empire expanded it brought all 
sorts of people and cultures under its governmental control.   Most of those cities would have had 
people of various economic classes and social status among them.  In those days, there was no social 
motion upward in the empire.  There were only two ways to improve one's social status—some changes 
could be wrought by certain military service or by women marrying into a higher class.   And, as was the 
case in most of the world, women automatically occupied a lower rung on the ladder simply by virtue of 
being women.   It was in this complex cultural stew that the early church developed and grew. 
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 Early readers of the Christian scriptures would have realized that while the propagation of the 
faith, not the promotion of other social issues was the goal, the church developed into a community that 
evidenced radical disregard for typical social structures and divisions and so became an agent for 
change. As the faith spread, people worshipped together who might not mix in other settings; the poor, 
the rich, people of many ethnic heritages and women shared leadership roles with men.   Again, the 
purpose wasn't to provide a cultural witness to how society might be reordered, but, despite backsliding 
in certain times and places, the church undoubtedly did provide that witness.    
 We are a community where women share leadership roles, which is not as counter cultural as it 
once was.  Some of us have more money or less money, but there are not wide disparities of wealth 
among us. We welcome those who might not look or act like us, but we live in an economically, racially 
and culturally homogenous community that doesn’t bring us into contact with many who are terribly 
different than we are.  There are many sermons that might and ought be preached on that development 
and one may be preached here someday, but not today.     
   There is yet another element to this brief encounter.  Paul found himself preaching in yet 
another city under Roman control to a group of women, at least one of whom was a God-worshipper –
which most likely meant she was not an ethnic Jew, but worshipped the same God.  A trader in purple 
cloth—which would have been sold to the powerful and wealthy, tells us Lydia was a woman of means, 
but not necessarily of high social status.   That Paul will baptize her household tells us that by some 
manner she was the head of that household—perhaps a widow, perhaps a never married woman.  The 
text tells us that while it was Paul who preached, it was God who opened Lydia's heart to hear the word.   
That is a clear reminder to all of us that, before we pride ourselves on our faithfulness of long or short 
duration, we need remember the gift of faith is indeed a gift.  We do not acquire it as an act of personal 
will, but according to the grace and purposes of God.  To be sure, one needs to be in a place where one 
is exposed to the Word of God and there needs to be someone willing to share it, but there is a critical 
and sadly, often uncredited third party in the process—the God whom we worship and adore.   
 What struck me in the study and preparation for this morning was yet another element of the 
story that may challenge our way of being and the way of being for much of the liberal Protestant 
church in this country.    It is a detail that comes at the end of the encounter and is often not considered 
in any significant way and is found in the last line of the text. “'If you have judged me to be faithful to the 
Lord, come and stay at my home.' And she prevailed upon us." 
 Lydia was known for her hospitality and itinerant preachers were often dependent on such 
hosts and hostesses for that hospitality.    Lydia extended her hospitality to Paul and the others, but 
understood they might not accept it – it could have been for any reason – she wasn't of sufficient social 
class, she was a woman, she wasn't an ethnic Jew.  As she issued the invitation, she gave her potential 
guests the "out,” if you will, that she was not sufficiently faithful.  She obviously was found to be faithful 
and to meet whatever other criteria Paul's entourage might have had for accepting hospitality, because, 
as the author tells us, they did indeed stay with Lydia.   
 That got me to thinking about UCF, when we are Lydia—when we have the opportunity to 
extend invitations.  We are an inclusive, welcoming community and are rightfully known for our 
hospitality.  In fact, many people have commented on UCF's ability to be warm and receptive without 
falling on newcomers like carrion, making them think they are welcomed more for what task they might 
be recruited for than for their presence and being.  That is a fine line to walk and UCF does it well.      
 Truth be told, what that last line got me to thinking about was when we are Lydia and we have 
opportunities to extend invitations—and we don't.  We all want UCF's membership to stabilize and 
hopefully to grow, yet most often we extend our hospitality to those who have already found us and 
come through our doors.  What happens when we are Lydia and there is someone standing in front of us 
who might benefit from our hospitality and we don't offer it?   Recently, during a Board discussion about 
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our vision and the strengthening of our ministry, Board members shared that they didn't really know 
how to invite someone. 
 Lydia had plenty of reasons, which I've already listed, for understanding her hospitality night not 
be accepted.  She offered up one of them as though to give her potential guests a graceful out.   But she 
did issue the invitation.      
 I suspect that we list the reasons someone might not accept our invitation to experience our life 
of faith in community and we find it a list sadly easy to write:  
 *We think there are Christians giving Christians a bad name and we don't  
   want to be counted among them. 
 *We think other people think Christians are weak, or hyper-traditional about 
   all things social, religious, political,  cultural etc. and we're not. 

*Unlike Lydia, who thought perhaps she wouldn’t be deemed faithful enough, we worry that we           
will be considered too faithful or too religious (whatever that means.) 

 *We ourselves conflate the meaning of "traditional" with "rigid."  
 *We're afraid people will think we are judging them. 
 *We don't know if they have a church. 
 *We don't know if they are Christian, of another religion or practice or  

among the growing number of the spiritual but not religious, or non-believers. 
At the same time, we are listing the reasons why people might not accept our invitation, we 
forget all the reasons why they might accept our invitation or why they might really be aching 
for an invitation to be part of something bigger than they are:  

 * We are a welcoming inclusive community with an active ministry that has  
  many faithful expressions of study, music, service, caring and cooking.  If 

we feel embarrassed about something, it isn't UCF. 
*There are all the individual reasons why we have made UCF our home.  
*When I visit with people, or people share stories of "the old days," almost 
  everyone includes mention of "the so-and-so's invited us" or that family was 

the first one we met.   Personal contact and invitations make a difference.  
 * They might be among those people who would prefer to go somewhere  
  when they know they will see at least one friendly face.  
 * In the Refresh Dessert conversations and subsequent Board conversations,  
 no group had any trouble listing people who were isolated or might be in 

need of us—the new to the community, teens, young families, older adults, 
people with disabilities, people who struggle with emotional health issues of  
many expressions, people who care about climate change or justice, people  
who are discouraged about the future, and on and on.   

 I suspect that for most of us, it is the reason for not inviting someone that gets all the play and 
the reasons why someone might welcome an invitation get forgotten.   We talk ourselves out of issuing 
and invitation and never open our mouths.    

The truth is this—just like the gift of faith itself, we have no control over whether or not 
someone accepts our invitation; or whether or not they find us the right community for them so we 
can't control if they come back or stay for thirty years or more.  When that happens, by the way, we 
really need to stop assuming someone did something wrong or didn't do something right.  No 
congregation is right for everyone, all the time or necessarily anytime.  

We need only offer something to the effect of,  "I am not sure if you have a religious tradition, 
or if it's Christian, or if you have already found a church, (whatever we think might apply) but I would 
love to introduce you to my congregation."   
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There are lots of reasons why someone might not accept our invitation, but there shouldn't be 
one—I can't think of one—for not offering it.  Like Lydia, we might choose one idea to allow one to 
gracefully decline—which should not be considered a personal rejection.  When it comes to matters of 
mission and service and spending our money and teaching and learning, we pride ourselves on the 
courage of our convictions.  Let's let that courage be extended to the hospitality we offer beyond these 
doors. 

Having heard the comments about not knowing how to invite someone or being out of practice, 
or wondering how to do it in this day and age, next fall, as we gear up for a new programming year and 
an implementation of some of the Refresh ideas, we will also see a series of skits on how and how not to 
invite people to join us.  In the meantime, let our meditations and prayers focus on why they might want 
to accept, not our fear and hesitations, so that when we're Lydia, we might indeed extend the 
hospitality of Christ, and an invitation to experience the joyful, purposeful life of faith.    
  
Prayers for Others and Ourselves: 
Loving God:  For everything there is a season and a time for every matter under heaven -- and now is the 
time we draw near to you offering up all the joys and pains of our life under heaven. We give you thanks 
for all things that have come in their season: new love and old love renewed; babies born and baptized; 
tearful goodbyes and futures faced with trembling smiles; the gift of health and health restored.  For all 
these, your gifts, receive our praise and gratitude.     

We wait with more or less patience, Lord, for the things that do not seem to have arrived in 
their season: while we wait, help us to focus on how we might use this day; we ache for health and 
healing; knowing that while many times we can name our ailment and set a course toward health, You 
are our healer; grant us the balm of Your presence; we struggle with disappointed dreams and broken 
relationships, with jobs without meaning and lives seemingly without purpose.  In all these seasons, 
grant us signs of Your presence that provide hope and patience and assurance of a new day and new life 
with You.  

On this weekend, we join our nation in remembering those whose sacrificial service to the life of 
our nation has made a difference in the way we live and in what we believe.  We give thanks for those 
who served with honor and integrity and have helped to bring freedom from fear and the freedom to 
worship and gather and vote in the places they have served.  We remember too, all the places where 
freedom does not hold sway and people wait for a new day – a day we work and pray for and pray that 
can come without military action and the wounding of all your children in every place.  

By the power of Your Spirit move our hands and hearts in new and old ways that your glory 
might be known and your love lived.     

There is a time to speak and a time to keep silent.  As You have heard our spoken pleas, the 
needs and desires and delights of our lives -- now we wait in silence to listen for Your word spoken into 
the crevices of our hearts. 

Receive our prayers, Lord, these and the one you taught us to pray together, saying Our Father... 
The Lord's Prayer 
  


