Acts 16.9-15; Revelation 21.10, 22-25; John 14.23-29 
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“Come over to Macedonia and help us.” Of course, on today’s map of Europe, it is “Come over to Greece and help us.” One friend thought that a time of financial crisis in Greece, I’d chosen a most apt text! In the last few days we have lived with considerable political uncertainty and some electoral surprises. There were parliamentary candidates surprised by defeat or victory. At times we too find ourselves confronted with unexpected demands and responsibilities, and even God’s surprising, unexpected call.
Our first reading was from the Acts 16. The apostle Paul had been at work in Asia Minor, in what we now call Turkey, travelling from town to town, preaching the good news of Jesus Christ. He reaches the seaport of Troas on the Aegean, and during the night he has a vision. In this vision, a man from Macedonia appears, urging him again and again, “Come over to Macedonia and help us.” This was unexpected. This invitation meant not only a short sea voyage, but crossing over to what we now call Europe. Through this vision Paul found that he was being called by God to cross boundaries and to overcome barriers for the sake of the Gospel.
We too are invited to be open to the unexpected, and open to God. Once I was sitting at my office in Lincoln in 1991 when I received a telephone call from Bishop’s House. I was being asked whether I would I be willing to go over to Soviet Estonia and to teach adult believers for two weeks. It was a challenging and unexpected invitation. It meant crossing frontiers, linguistic and cultural boundaries and overcoming political barriers. Armed with letters from the Archbishops of Canterbury and Estonia two of us travelled  by air to Tallinn, at that time a city unvisited by tourists, where anti-tank blocks were positioned outside the parliament buildings, and people longed for freedom and yearned for fellowship with other European believers.
The apostle Paul, a learned Jew, was operating as a missionary in a region which was on both sides of the Aegean a Greek-speaking world.Crossing over to Macedonia he soon reached the Roman colony of Philippi, and this week and next we hear of his adventures there. Today we learn that after some days in the city, on the Sabbath, Paul and his companions went outside the city walls, where they supposed that there would be a place of prayer. It was a place where women who believed in Israel’s God gathered for prayer, and one of these women was named Lydia.

I suspect that that the apostle was crossing boundaries too in speaking with this group of women and sitting down with them. Of course, there are women in this parish who also choose to meet together for prayer, and we do not know what untold good they do.

Lydia was a business woman, an entrepreneur, a dealer in the purple cloth. She sold the finest fabric, material that only the wealthiest people could afford, purple cloth closely associated with royalty, power and privilege. This strong woman listened to Paul and his companions, and the Lord opened her heart to hear his message. We are called to minister to the weak and the strong, to the successful and the struggling, to those with power and to those without.
Interestingly, in coming to faith in Jesus Christ, crucified and risen, it is not only Lydia but her whole household who are baptised. This would have been an extended family and/or business, a company, people bound up in life and economy together. They were in solidarity together; all were baptised. This woman of prayer and faith then offered her practical help.

Lydia said, “If you have judged me faithful to the Lord, come and stay at my home.” Here again is the risk of Christian love, the adventure of faith. It’s a bit like opening your home to a visitor from Germany. It’s about finding the grace of God in reaching out to someone who is different from you, in age or culture, language or faith. 
Lydia exercised hospitality, hospitality which is rooted in the Jewish and Christian traditions. She also provided a base of operations for the apostle Paul and his ministry team in Philippi. (There may be more of his adventures next week, but in the meantime a few more comments on today’s other readings).
The Book of Revelation is a part of the NT that seems strange and mysterious, with its kaleidoscope of imagery, yet some its pictures may still speak to us. The holy city which comes down from God is not simply about our future life, but life now, where God makes his dwelling with us. Even if in this vision not everyone finds a place in the city and the Lamb’s book of Life, the city’s gates remain open during the day, and there is no night. This vision reflects something of the hospitality of God. It is a community that is radically open to others, and into which the kings of the earth and the nations bring their glory and gifts. 
All that we offer to God he redeems, our work and labour, our tears and sorrow, our gifts and experience. Nothing is lost. We are not saved by timidity, but by the grace of God, who calls us to be open to life, to God, and to others, daring to cross boundaries with faith and the risk of love. 

The peace that God offers in Jesus Christ is not some escapist dream, but is found in the midst of life, as we respond to the vision and call of God in the changes and chances of life, knowing that even in times of felt absence the promised Spirit of God is active, working in us, among us, and alongside us, enabling to see the vision, and to hear the words, “Come over here and help us.”
