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THE SIXTH SUNDAY OF EASTER

Open Hearts
Acts 16:9-15; John 14:23-29

Those of you who are fans of Harry Potter know that every story in the
series is filled with fantastical items which do all manner of magical things. 
There are, of course, those wonderful wands which can do a world of magic
good and bad.  There is the pensieve, a bowl which can hold memories
outside of one’s mind.  It is possible to store a memory in a vial and later pour
it into a pensieve and watch the memory unravel like a movie.  The Invisibility
Cloak is something one can wear and not be seen.  There are candies which
produce all manner of dramatic experiences when consumed and brooms
which zoom through the sky and are the primary equipment used in the sport
of Quidditch.  One of the most fascinating magical items to me is the portkey. 
A portkey is any ordinary object which, when cast with a magical spell, can
immediately transport someone to another place in a moment’s time.  It is
essentially a portal, an entryway to another place.  In this sanctuary, for
instance, the third hymnal on the fifth pew might take one to back home when
touched.  A candlestick on the altar might send one immediately to London
or Paris.  Or, when one grasps the chalice on the table, he might find himself
suddenly in Jerusalem looking at a forlorn hill or a verdant garden.

We know magic does not exist, but it is fun to imagine all the things you
could do and the places you could go if you had a magic wand and the right
spells to go with it.  Think of the time and money you could save on travel if
all you had to do was cast a spell on an old shoe and visit any place in the
world you desired.

A couple of months ago I attended a preaching conference at Campbell
University where the speaker talked about how he looks for “portals” into the
text when he prepares sermons.  My first thought was how neat it would be
if, when studying a particular passage of scripture, you could touch that page
of the Bible and be transported back in time to witness that particular story
unfolding for the first time.  In other words, how wonderful if we had a portkey
of sorts to enter into the world of Jesus.

The speaker, of course, did not have magic in mind.  He meant for us
to look carefully for words, actions, and ideas by which we might enter into the



stories and teachings of the Bible so that they might offer fresh meanings and
new perspectives.  While I am certain he would love the opportunity to do a
little time travel to hear Jesus firsthand, I think he comfortably settles for the
privilege of studying and probing scripture for himself.

In the story we just read from the Acts of the Apostles, there are a
number of “portals” through which we might enter into the text.  There is the
matter of Paul’s vision.  What is a vision?  Is it simply a dream?  Is it
something that occurs only when one prays?  Is it something real or only
something imagined?  A number of years ago a man told me that he had a
vision of a particular building where God wanted him to begin a new ministry. 
Several years later he visited Rocky Mount and saw that very building while
on a tour of the city.  Was it a vision, a coincidence, or his subconscious? 
Paul tells us that he had a vision of a man from Macedonia imploring him to
come and share the Gospel there.

Another portal might be the trip Paul took to reach Macedonia.  He and
Silas were in Troas, a region in Asia Minor, now Turkey.  It was named for the
Greek city of Troy which was north of Troas.  From Troas they sailed across
the Aegean Sea to Samothrace and on to Neapolis before crossing land to
Phillipi.  Was this route the shortest one?  Why not sail straight from Troas to
Neapolis?  Were there delays, scheduling problems, lost luggage, etc.  What
travel experiences have you had that Paul might have shared?

The mention of a place of prayer outside the city where Paul and Silas
worshiped with a group of women is another portal.  Why did they not visit the
local synagogue as they had done in other cities?  Why was this place of
prayer “outside the city”?  Were they worshiping in secret?  Were they not
allowed to worship Christ inside the city?  Was it common to find such a
gathering place in most cities?  Why were there no other men?

Each of these portals is a means by which we can enter the story of
Paul and Silas in Philippi and look at it in fresh ways.  There is another portal
into this story which I think is easy to overlook.  After we are told that one of
the women in this place of prayer was named Lydia, a successful cloth
merchant, Luke tells us, “The Lord opened her heart to listen eagerly to what
was said by Paul” (16:14b).  There it is–the ultimate portal–a portkey which
will take us immediately into the presence of God.

Lydia and her household opened their hearts to the Gospel of Jesus
Christ.  As these young people have done this morning, and most of us have
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done at some time, they were baptized in witness to their salvation.  Then
Lydia opened her heart to Paul and Silas.  She prevailed upon them to accept
her hospitality and stay in her home.

When we open our hearts to the Gospel we open a way to God.  We
also open ourselves to others and the needs around us.  You will remember
that in his Revelation, John tells us that Jesus said, “Behold, I stand at the
door, and knock: if anyone hears my voice, and opens the door, I will come
in to him, and will eat with him, and he with me” (Revelation 3:20).  Our
hearts, once opened, become a doorway to God.

Our hearts also become an open door to one another.  Actress Jane
Seymour’s mother survived a concentration camp in World War II and always
told her daughter that when things seem bleak and insurmountable she
should go out and find someone worse off and help them.  That time arrived
for Ms. Seymour some eighteen years ago when she experienced the
devastation of her marriage breaking up, losing her home, and having no
money.  Through that dark time her mother’s support and encouragement
buoyed her.  A new friend, an artist, offered her art lessons and through that
medium her anger and despair began to dissipate.  One of the images she
painted was inspired by her mother’s philosophy which she calls, “Open
Heart.”  Her mother would say, “If your heart is open, love will always find its
way in.”1  The image Ms. Seymour created has become quite popular.  You
have seen it in jewelry ads as well as in other forms.  It consists of two open
heart shapes connected to one another.

Openness of heart is what Lydia experienced beside the river outside
the city of Philippi.  She opened her heart and discovered that God’s heart is
open as well.  She opened her heart and found herself suddenly in the heart
of God.  She opened her heart and found a world of other people waiting to
be loved.

The heart is a portal, a doorway to God.  Once we open our hearts, God
is already there eager to share his love with us.  Such is the essence of the
life of faith: an open heart connecting to the open heart of God experienced
through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus the Christ.  Thanks be to
God.  Amen.

1Jane Seymour, “Jane’s Open Heart Story,” www.keepanopenheart.com.
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May 5, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Light dances upon the waters of baptism just as your Spirit dances
within our hearts when we profess our faith in you, O God.  We rejoice in our
salvation and in the experiences of our faith which continue to this day.

We thank you once again for the budding faith of these new believers. 
May their faith remain strong and agile, open and flexible, tender and durable. 
As we absorb the confidence of their fresh faith, may it remind us of the
beginnings of our own belief and challenge us to renew our vows to be faithful
and true to you, O God.  May their sense of trust and assurance stir within us
those same affirmations of faith which have steadied us through many a storm
and challenge over the years.  May their willingness to seek you through the
uncertainties and questions that often confront them shore up our own sense
of faith in the light of doubts and struggles that so often claim us.

As we sit before this pool and gather around this table, remind us of the
One who came to live among us so that we might live forever.  Help us to
open our lives to the transforming grace that comes only from you and to
change our lives to conform to the image of Christ who is our ideal.

We ask your blessing upon all those whose names we have mentioned
this morning, both openly and quietly in our hearts.  We ask that you meet the
needs you can, provide sufficiency in areas that cannot be changed, and
make available to us those things of which we are most needful.

You know our hearts better than we know ourselves, O God.  Come into
our lives and transform us, we pray.  In the name of Jesus Christ.  Amen.


