
Sermon for June 2, 2019 

Pastor Martha Bardwell 

Acts 16:16-34 

John 17:20-26 

Seventh Sunday of Easter 

This week as I was driving around listening to the radio, I heard a news story about a man 

named Scott Warren. Scott is a 36-year-old college geography instructor from Arizona 

who is now facing 20 years of prison time for charges of conspiracy and harboring. He 

faces 20 years of prison time for 3 felony counts all because he was seen talking to 2 

migrants who took shelter in his town, and our government suspects that he was involved 

in harboring them. Scott is a known volunteer with an organization called “No More 

Deaths” – he hikes along migrant trails in the Arizona desert, in the borderlands, and 

leaves food and water for migrants because he knows it’s a dangerous journey and that 

death by dehydration and exposure is all too common. It’s a ministry of mercy that he 

carries on. But in the eyes of our government, it’s apparently deemed ‘criminal activity.’1  

It’s deeply disturbing and outrageous that our country has started criminalizing Good 

Samaritans. But as our Acts story reminds us, this would not be the first time that a 

government has condemned people for carrying out a ministry of mercy. Far from the 

first time. Take Paul and Silas, for example. These two were sentenced to jail time 

because they had cast out a spirit from a slave girl, essentially liberating her from 

something that kept her in bondage. This act of healing and liberation, however, did not 

go over well with her owners who were exploiting her for their gain – They drag Paul and 

Silas before the magistrates and claim that these two are ‘disturbing the city’ and 

advocating unlawful acts. It’s a sham trial, they are beaten and imprisoned and put in the 

stocks.  

However, the story doesn’t end there. Paul and Silas start singing and praying. There’s a 

song that tells this story: “Paul and Silas, bound in jail, had no money for to go their 

bail, keep your eyes on the prize, hold on. Paul and Silas thought they was lost, dungeon 

shook and the chains came off. Keep your eyes on the prize, hold on.”  

As they were singing and praying an earthquake came, the foundations shook, and the 

chains came off – not just theirs but everybody’s chains in that jail. It’s a miraculous 

moment of liberation. But the story doesn’t end there, either. Because in this story our 

attention is then turned to the jailer. At first it would seem that this jailer is left out of the 

liberating work of God going on in that jail. This man feels so defeated in this moment 

that he feels his life should just be over.  But this story doesn’t leave him out in that dark 

place. Paul says “Do not harm yourself, for we are all here.” The jailer seems to be so 

moved by these simple words of mercy and of presence. He falls down trembling and 

asks, “what must I do to be saved?” They tell him to believe in Jesus.  And then what 

does the jailer do as a response? As his first act of belief, of conversion?  He doesn’t 

                                                        
1 News story can be found here: https://www.npr.org/2019/05/28/725716169/extending-zero-
tolerance-to-people-who-help-migrants-along-the-border 
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recite a creed. He doesn’t preach. He doesn’t start reading the bible. He gets a towel and a 

bowl of water, and he starts washing the wounds of his prisoners.  

We see in this jailer a living image of the footwashing Christ. And we are reminded in 

this loving care and in the hospitality that follows, when he welcomes Paul and Silas into 

his home – we see here what liberation looks like. What reconciliation looks like. What 

new life looks like.  

Can you just imagine, driving around and listening to the radio and hearing a news story 

about a border guard who shared his water bottle and his lunch with a migrant? Or a story 

about an ICE agent who welcomed a migrant family into his home, and who washed and 

bandaged the wounds on their legs and feet? Can you imagine? Aren’t these the stories 

we long to hear? Our hearts cry out for this vision. Our hearts cry out as they hold as well 

lament for a world where this doesn’t seem to happen much, or ever. How do we hold 

onto hope, that the gospel of Jesus can indeed transform us and transform our world into 

a place where love and mercy flows freely?  

There’s another song that comes to mind. “Let there be peace on earth and let it begin 

with me.” This morning I feel our texts nudging each one of us to take up prayer as a 

radical act of hope. In prayer, we can indeed be transformed by the love of God, renewed 

to enter the struggle with fresh vision and hope. In prayer, we gain focus with God to 

‘keep our eyes on the prize.’  

In our gospel lesson this morning, we enter the prayer of Jesus for the disciples. These are 

his last words before he goes into the garden with them and faces his betrayal by Judas, 

his arrest, and ends up himself in prison before his execution.  

Jesus prays to his Abba: “The glory that you have given me I have given them, so that 

they may be one, as we are one, I in them and you in me, that they may become 

completely one, so that the world may know that you have sent me and have loved them 

even as you have loved me… “  

He goes on to pray: “I made your name known to them, and I will make it known, so that 

the love with which you have loved me may be in them, and I in them." 

What do you hear in this prayer for the disciples, in this prayer for us? I hear the deep 

desire of God for unity and oneness among people.  I hear a promise that we are in God, 

in Christ, and that God is in us. I hear about how God’s love is indeed flowing in and 

through us.  

When we pray we don’t need to speak like Jesus speaks here. I don’t think most of us 

tend to talk that way. But what we can do is meditate on these words. And in whatever 

broken words, or silence we have; in whatever songs of God we have to sing; in whatever 

moment of peace or focus we can find; what we can do is join God’s desire, God’s 

promise, God’s love that we see pouring out of Jesus. We can tap into that and root 

ourselves in it and gather strength. And who knows? Some chains might just start falling 



off. Some prison doors might start opening. We might find ourselves stooping down to 

wash the wounds of others. And in it we might glimpse the life of God breathing all 

around us.  

I felt this happening for myself just yesterday. I was at a brunch with my family and 

another family with two children. We hadn’t seen this other family for a long time, and 

we were having a lovely time together, but it can be hard to connect as adults when 

you’re dealing with 4 different small children and their needs. We were a little ways into 

the brunch when their son August bit his tongue and started wailing. He was very upset, 

and feeling overwhelmed too by being with unfamiliar people, so his mom scooped him 

up and soothed him and went out of the dining room for a while. When they returned to 

the table, she said, “how about a song? August loves music.” She started pulling up a 

song on her phone but then she suggested that we all sing together instead. We started 

singing “This little light of mine.” And then we sang a song version I’d never heard 

before of “Here is the church, here is the people, open the doors, see all the people – 

everyone welcome, everyone equal, open the doors, see the people.” In the singing our 

table was transformed and our two families were caught up in joy, in unity, in the 

promises and the presence of God.  It was like some doors had been opened between our 

hearts.  

Our Acts reading begins with Paul and Silas on their way to a place of prayer – to the 

place where they had met Lydia - and we heard her story last week. Their itinerary 

changes, and they end up in jail, but see how that place becomes a place of prayer, too! 

No matter where we are going, we can always be on our way to a place of prayer – 

Amen?!   Any place can be a place of prayer! Any time can be a time of prayer - even the 

middle of the night!  

I wonder - How might the prayers and songs of God liberate you today? Let’s keep our 

eyes on the prize, friends – the prize of life with God. A life we share in here together all 

the time, as we pray and sing together, and as we share in this meal where Jesus is 

present. So let’s sing, hold hands with Jesus, and let God lead us in the way of mercy, 

unity, love, and promise. Amen.  

 


