“Holy Distractions”                   
Sermon given by Cordelia Strandskov at First Congregational Church of Berkeley, May 20, 2007
“One day, as we were going to the place of prayer, we met a slave girl who had a spirit of divination and brought her owners a great deal of money by fortune-telling.  While she followed Paul and us, she would cry out, ‘These men are slaves of the Most High God, who proclaim to you a way of salvation.’  She kept doing this for many days.  But Paul, very much annoyed, turned and said to the spirit, ‘I order you in the name of Jesus Christ to come out of her.’  And it came out that very hour.” (Acts 16:16-18)
What happened next?  Now, I’m not asking about what happened to Paul and Silas, because we’ve heard the story of how they were imprisoned, and they ended up preventing the jailer from killing himself and converted him and his family in the process.  Paul and Silas have a great story to tell, and the part about the slave girl is really only the segue into the real story—just a bit of explanation before we get to the good part with the miracle and the conversion and the happy ending.  The slave girl was a distraction, and is forgotten in the excitement of the unfolding drama, and we might easily forget to ask, what happened to her?
How does this story start?  Paul and Silas are traveling.  They’ve been walking and preaching and praying and baptizing, and they’ve encountered lots of people who are happy to hear the gospel.  These are important guys, literally on a mission from God, and they just don’t have time for distractions.  As they are walking along, they pass a girl who earns money for her masters by telling fortunes.  She has a “spirit of divination,” and when she sees Paul and Silas, she immediately knows who they are and what they are doing, and for whatever reason, she decides to help.  
Now, of course, she didn’t ask their permission to tag along, she just took it upon herself to act like the town crier, alerting everyone around to the good news and salvation these men could bring them.  She got caught up in the excitement!  Instead of predicting who people would marry, or the outcome of business deals, she had actually divined something big—something important and exciting and she wanted to tell everybody!  She wanted to be a part of the movement, even though she hadn’t been converted, she wanted to join in.  Perhaps in her understanding that these men came to show a way to salvation, she hoped that they would save her too.
But all this attention made Paul anxious.  It was annoying and irritating and who did this girl think she was?  Paul was the Apostle, the one sent out to preach, not this slave girl!  She was distracting him, and drawing too much attention to them.  And besides, did they really want a slave girl as their PR person?  What would people think if they heard her endorsing Paul and his group?  Definitely not the kind of advertising they wanted.
So, as we hear in the scripture, Paul, being very much annoyed, ordered the spirit to come out of the girl, and it did.  I guess that shut her up, didn’t it?
But what happens to a slave girl when she’s not useful anymore?  Many commentators believe that the girl needed to be saved from the demon possessing her.  The healing that Paul performed must have liberated her from the suffering caused by the spirit that shared her body, and once he healed her, Paul’s work was done.  It is rarely pointed out that Paul’s act of healing was not for the girl, but for himself—he only healed her to get her to leave them alone, and once she did, they just walked away.  This girl had a skill—apparently a lucrative one—and suddenly it was gone.  This spirit of divination was perhaps the only thing she owned, and Paul took it away.  She wasn’t liberated, she was still just a lowly slave-girl, but now she was a slave-girl with no special talent to set her apart. 
What happens to a slave girl when she’s no longer useful to her masters?
Paul saw this girl’s spirit as a demon, something disruptive and annoying and no good, and so he silenced her.  He didn’t stop to consider that just maybe… her spirit was a gift and not a curse.  Maybe she loved this talent she possessed, maybe it made her who she was.  But he didn’t ask her how she felt, didn’t stop to consider that what he saw as a fault, she might see as a blessing.  
She was a distraction, and so he silenced her.  He didn’t convert her; he didn’t share the gospel with her or baptize her.  He didn’t even free her from slavery, just sent her back to her masters, without money or a marketable skill.  
There was no salvation for the slave girl.

When I hear this story, I immediately feel sorry for the girl, and maybe you do too.  When I consider how she was treated by Paul, I know she was wronged.  
But the question is: if I were Paul, would I have done the same thing?  Would you?  How often do we dismiss what others say because it doesn’t fit our plans?  If we could, would we silence those who annoy or distract us, who we would rather not be associated with?  And how much easier is it to see the faults in those we don’t like than to hear the truth they may speak, or their cries for help?  
The fact is, we often make judgments about people based on the way they look, the way they talk, their color or their size.  We make judgments that prevent us from seeing the talents they possess.  We make judgments that prevent us from seeing unlikely allies, or potential friends.  Perhaps, like Paul, we are so focused on our future goals that we fail to see an opportunity for transformation right in front of our faces.
Of course, it’s easy to draw comparisons with work or school—how often have you missed an opportunity for transformation because you had a paper to write or a meeting to get to?  But this can also happen at church, the place where we are all supposed to be welcomed and transformed.  Holy Distractions abound at church; perhaps most notably, at coffee hour.

After the worship service, most of us migrate to the large assembly to sip some coffee, sign up for events, and greet one another.  This is the time when you get to chat with your friends, touch base with your committee members, and take care of business.  For most of us, coffee hour goes by too quickly—there are too many people to see, too many things to do, and too many distractions.  It can be overwhelming, and so easy to forget to look for a new face in the crowd.  
But how many of you remember what it was like to be a new visitor to this church, to walk into the large assembly, survey the crowd of people and the dozens of conversations, and wonder where you fit in?  Did anyone greet you?  Notice you were new and introduce themselves?  Did someone take time out of their plan for the day to make sure you found the group or event you were looking for?  
I imagine that each of us can remember the first people who made connections with us at FCCB, and we can remember how important that was, how welcome it made us feel, and how it eased our fears about coming to a new church.  
I believe that each of us has been and will be transformed by being a part of this community, but that couldn’t happen without that first person—that person willing to put aside his or her goals for a few minutes in order to make a connection.  
I know how hard it was for me when I first attended FCCB, before I was hired to be your minister in training, before I had met the pastors or anyone else in the congregation.  I felt nervous and self-conscious, and even a little bit lonely.  FCCB can seem pretty big when you don’t know anyone, and I wonder, how much harder would it have been if I wasn’t used to going to church?  
How much harder would it have been if I looked different, if I had a shaved head, for instance, or piercings, or ripped jeans?  How much harder would it have been if I had spent the night in a shelter, or if I couldn’t speak English fluently, or couldn’t read?  How much harder would it have been if I didn’t see anyone else here who looked like me? Would I have been welcomed?  Would I have felt welcomed?  Or would people have looked at me and rolled their eyes, walking away, hoping I didn’t come back?
What would I have missed out on if I didn’t come back the next Sunday?  What would you have missed out on?  There are opportunities to be engaged in transformation all around us, if we can put aside our judgments and our plans long enough to recognize them.

I wonder… what would the story have been like if Paul and Silas had welcomed the slave girl into their flock?  If they had baptized her, helped to free her from slavery, and taken her with them on their journey?  What kind of transformation could she have brought to their lives if they had been willing to let her?   
You see, transformation is a two way street, but you have to be ready to accept it, and judgments about people often leave us like Paul, unable to accept the transforming possibilities of a relationship with someone who is different, or who annoys us.  Paul missed his chance with the slave girl.  He healed her, but never followed through on her salvation.  She was a distraction, and he was too busy thinking about what was ahead to see what was right in front of him.

And that’s the message I want to leave you with today.  So often we neglect to love the people who are here today because we are focused on what could happen in the future.  We miss opportunities for transformation all the time.  Perhaps, like Paul we are distracted and make quick judgments about people.  Perhaps we don’t believe it’s our place to help transform a life, or perhaps we don’t believe that we can make a difference in another’s life.  The problem is, of course, that when we miss out on helping another person with their transformation, we miss out on our own.
Some of us have been transformed because someone made the effort to look past the surface and see the possibility.  Some of us have been transformed because someone took the time to help us, even though it meant they had less time for something else.  And some of us have been transformed because we refused to give up when no one else believed in us.
We are all called by God—each and every one of us has been called by God to be an agent of transformation.  You don’t have to have all the answers, you don’t have to be perfect, but you do have to show up.  
Sometimes you need to look deeper than the surface to see Christ in another person, but you have to seize opportunities for transformation when they come along, no matter the package they come in.  Sometimes that package comes in the form of a Holy Distraction, and it is up to each of us whether we will ignore it and walk by, or if we will turn, notice, and respond. 

Today could be a day of transformation for you…are you ready for it?
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