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Based on Acts 16:16-34 and Luke 24:44-53

You know, the lectionary never ceases to amaze me.  On the very week that we have an 

announcement in the bulletin about a volunteer opportunity for a librarian at our local detention 

centre, the lectionary reading is about Paul and Silas voluntarily staying in prison.  Imagine that!

I wonder if Paul worked as a librarian while he was in prison?

Sorry - perhaps that's just too much of a digression.  But co-incidences are something that 

I try to pay attention to.

Let me start again.  I find the story of Paul and Silas in prison quite interesting.  I am 

intrigued that when the prison doors are blown open, that Paul and Silas don't bother to escape.  I 

am intrigued that while they are in prison, Paul and Silas pray - but what do you think they are 

praying for?  Clearly they are not praying for release from prison (like you or I would be), or 

they would have taken the earthquake as a sign from God and escaped.  I am also intrigued that 

the prison staff were so committed to their job functions.

But most of all, I think I am intrigued that when Paul and Silas go to prison, their lives 

don't really change.  They keep worshipping God.  They keep praying.  They keep singing.  Paul 

keeps trying to convert people to Jesus's way.

I don't want a show of hands, but if anyone here has ever been in prison, I imagine that 

the day you walked into prison your life changed.  And probably not for the better.  Paul and 

Silas are faced with a crisis, and they act as if it is nothing out of the ordinary.  Granted, Paul did 

spend a lot of his ministry in prison, but we expect it would at least cramp his style.  But it does 

not.

And it's the same thing in our gospel reading.  The disciples are spending time with Jesus 

and - whoosh - Jesus is whipped away into the clouds.  And how do the disciples react?  They 

don't react.  They went to the temple to worship God.  Do you think that is how we would have 

reacted?  I think we would have pleaded with Jesus to stay longer.  I think we would have been 

afraid because our leader was leaving.  And we would certainly have been afraid by the method 
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of Jesus's departure!  The disciples act as if nothing strange has happened at all.  Jesus floats 

upwards like a preview to Mary Poppins, and the disciples just take it in stride.  They praise God.  

They pray.  They sing.

So in both stories, Jesus's friends are presented with exceptional circumstances, and they 

act as if life is actually fairly normal, and spend even more time in the temple singing and 

praising God.

Wait a minute.  Maybe that makes sense.  Perhaps we do the same thing ourselves.  On 

the personal side, many inmates tell me that they “find” religion in prison, but “lose” it on the 

streets.  Perhaps people do turn to religion and faith in times of crisis.

The economic crisis in Egypt is apparently driving people back to religion.  Marios 

Bezsos, professor of theology in Greece puts it this way, “Crisis always leads people to religion 

because through crisis, we refer to a problem that remains unresolved and unanswered.  There 

are two areas people look to for answers to the crisis: technology and politics.  When these 

cannot provide any answers, we know we are dealing with a crisis.  As a result, people find peace 

inside and outside themselves.  In other words, they move towards others and towards the divine 

and the religious at the same time.  For this reason, religion appears as a solution in times of 

crisis.  And it can be of great help.”1

And in the New York Times on December 29 of last year there is an article called, “In a 

Crisis, Humanists Seem Absent”2.  The article speaks to the response to the school shootings in 

Newtown on December 14 last year.  The article details some of the religious services that 

followed the shootings, services in a variety of faith traditions.  In contrast, the humanists - “an 

umbrella term for those who call themselves atheists, agnostics, secularists and freethinkers” had 

no “services”.  And this is at a time that the percentage of Americans who claim no religious 

affiliation is growing rapidly.

Greg Epstein, the humanist chaplain at Harvard wrote, “It is a failure of community, and 

that’s where the answer for the future has to lie,”  “What religion has to offer to people at 

moments like this - more than theology, more than divine presence - is community.  And 

1 http://en.haberler.com/more-greeks-turn-to-religion-due-to-crisis-245952/

2 http://www.nytimes.com/2012/12/29/us/on-religion-where-are-the-humanists.html?_r=0
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[humanists] need to provide an alternative form of community if we’re going to matter for the 

increasing number of people who say they are not believers.”

Darrel Ray, a psychologist in the Kansas City area said, “When people are in a terrible 

kind of pain - a death that is unexpected, the natural order is taken out of order - you would do 

anything to take away the pain.  And I’m not going to deny that religion does help deal with that 

first week or two of pain.”

“The best we can do as humanists,” he continued, “is to talk about that pain in rational 

terms with the people who are suffering.  We have humanist celebrants, as we call them, but 

they’re focused on doing weddings.  It takes a lot more training to learn how to deal with grief 

and loss.  I don’t see [humanist] celebrants working in hospice or in hospitals, for example.   

There are secular people who need pastoral care, but we abdicate [that care] to clergy.”

So – I'd really like to just say that in times of crisis, people flock to the church and find 

real community, comfort, and support.  But doesn't that sound simplistic?  Doesn't that sound 

naïve?  Doesn't that sound like denial?  Is that really how we deal with crisis – we go and sing 

praises to God?

Besides, I don't think that the disciples, or Paul and Silas “discovered religion” during 

their crisis.  They were already well into the program.  I believe that the disciples conquered their 

fears - defeated the potential crisis - because they were willing to deepen their faith.  And more 

specifically, they were willing to let Jesus go his own way.

Yes, there must have been some angst.  But the disciples just let Jesus go.  They released 

Jesus and started on their own path – their own adventure.  That's how they found peace.

And Paul and Silas found freedom and peace by deciding that their lives did not have to 

unfold along conventional lines.  They had to release their sense of control to find freedom and 

peace.

And that leave me wondering – what is it that I need to let go of myself in order to find 

freedom and peace?  For each one of us – what is it that we need to let go of?  I mean that 

individually, and I mean that collectively as a congregation.

How do we know what we need to let go of?  What barriers are their in your own life that 

you know are problems.

[descend for discussion – close sermon from the floor]
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