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As we’ve seen in Haiti and China and Chile recently, there is terrible destructive power in an earthquake. But sometimes it takes an earthquake to bring down the prison walls.


We’ll talk about the Apostle Paul’s miraculous escape in a moment. But let’s just get the characters in this story straight, to help us understand it a little better. Really our scripture today is in two acts. Act 2 is the escape of Paul and Silas from their prison cell, and what they do with their jailer. But Act 1 is interesting in its own right.


Paul is in the midst of his second missionary journey, a long and perilous voyage through Asia Minor. He and his companion Silas end up in Philippi, a thriving city on the coast of Macedonia. They’re there to preach the Gospel and build this new church that wasn’t yet called Christianity; followers of Christ simply called themselves The Way. 


And one day they get themselves into trouble. A slave-girl is working as a fortune-teller; she was good at it, apparently, the Sylvia Browne of that place and time, and the men who own her are making a lot of money off her. She is in a place of bondage, this young woman – not only as the property of her owners, but as the scripture presents her, in bondage to the spirit that made her able to tell people’s fortunes. The Bible always presents those spirits as enslaving, if not entirely evil spirits. In the Greek culture, these powers were linked to the god Apollo, whose worship center at Delphi had a snake as his symbol. Indeed, the Greek word for “spirit of divination” is python. She speaks in the spirit of the snake god.

And there’s a bit of humor here in the account of Luke, who wrote the book of Acts. This slave-girl is following Paul and Silas around, and apparently she sees something worth shouting about. She starts yelling about how they are proclaiming “a way of salvation.” Really she is doing them a favor. What better PR than to have a fortuneteller testify that you’re the real thing, prophets of the God of Israel? 


Ah, says Luke, but “she kept doing this for many days.” And Paul is “very much annoyed.” Sometimes you just want to do your work and not have a commentator looking over your shoulder. He gets mad, turns around one day, and exorcises her spirit of divination right out of her. Poof! She is free.


Free of the spirit, that is. She’s still a slave. And her owners take offense at what Paul has done. Without her fortunetelling spirit, this woman would no longer be their personal ATM. Paul has killed the goose that laid the golden egg, and they want him to suffer for it. They don’t want justice; they want revenge. So they drag Paul and Silas into the marketplace, which was where the local authorities, the magistrates, heard legal cases. The city jail was close by. 


The girl’s owners bring two charges against Paul and Silas: disturbing the peace, and urging Roman citizens to practice a foreign cult. Jews were forbidden to make converts of Romans, although this was a law that was usually ignored. And soon enough, the crowd turns against them, they are stripped of their clothing and beaten, and they’re thrown into jail and put into the stocks, which tortured prisoners by forcing their legs apart.


How would you hold up in such a circumstance? How would you keep your spirits up? A few years ago there was a Greek cruise ship that sank off the coast of South Africa. The ship ran aground in a storm, and the crew abandoned the ship in the lifeboats, along with a few passengers. The rest of the passengers went into the main dining room to wait for the rescue helicopters. There the ship’s entertainers tried to help keep panic and gloom at bay. They performed magic tricks, they told jokes, they led a sing-along. One passenger recalled, “There we were sitting in the dark, singing songs to keep our minds off the cold and fright. We began with We are Sailing but decided it wasn’t true. We got into My Bonnie Lies Over the Ocean and Bye-Bye Love, Bye-Bye Happiness.” Eventually they were rescued before the ship went under. The songs saw them through.


Paul and Silas are in trouble, too, and Luke tells us that they prayed and they sang. Then suddenly there is an earthquake; it shakes the very foundations of the prison, the doors swing open, and miraculously their chains fall away and they are free.


This is a miracle story. Luke includes it mostly to show that God’s favor is with these two apostles on their journey. But what’s most interesting in the story is what happens next. Things are looking great for Paul and Silas, but they’re not so bright for the jailer. A Roman jailer who let his prisoners escape was likely to be executed for that mistake. Luke says that when the jailer – it was midnight, and he was asleep – when he woke up and saw the doors wide open, he drew his sword and was going to kill himself.


Now, the fate of the jailer is not Paul’s problem. He and Silas, and the other inmates who were suddenly free, could have made a break for it and left the jailer behind. The jailer is, after all, one of the bad guys in this cops-and-preachers story.  

But Paul does something interesting. Where we might read the story as us-versus-them, Paul sees only us. Don’t hurt yourself, he says to the jailer. We’re all here; nobody’s escaped. The jailer gets the lanterns lighted, runs inside and finds them all there, and, Luke says, “he fell down trembling before Paul and Silas.” Then the jailer – a Roman, not a Jew – takes them outside and asks, “What must I do to be saved?” They do what they’ve been doing all along – they tell him the story of Jesus Christ and ask him to believe. He takes them to his home, washes out their wounds, feeds them, and there in the middle of the night the jailer and his whole family are baptized into new life in Christ.
 
There’s an O. Henry ending for you.

A commentator named Ron Hansen writes, “The difference of Christianity in its refusal to sacrifice anyone, even an ill-regarded slave or a jailer, for gain or expediency.” Paul knew that if the open door for him meant a closed door for the jailer, the door was really closed for both of them. This apostle, who once was the top-dog persecutor of Christians, has come to live in a state of incredible compassion. He recognizes that even his own freedom has to come in second to the welfare of the child of God he might leave behind. He talks a good game for sure, but he’s living his faith as well. Preaching the Gospel has changed him.

This story leaves us, I think, with two lessons.

One is that, in imitation of Paul, we are constantly being called to open doors for someone else in a world that is used to closing doors. We can’t truly be free if we know that our sisters and brothers around the world live in fear or want. And so we need to be sensitive to the oppression built into, for example, the sweatshop labor overseas that produces clothes and shoes we can buy for a song here at home. And we need to resist the voices of fear that call for racial profiling by law enforcement of Arab men, for example, so that we would sacrifice some freedoms in the name of security. That is a Faustian bargain, and it is one that destroys our soul. 

We are called to open doors. That’s one lesson. The other lesson is that sometimes it takes an earthquake to bring down the prison walls.
When the jailer asked, “What must I do to be saved?” maybe he didn’t fully know what he was asking. But he was grasping for answers. 

Maybe we can relate. There are so many ways to lose our way in this world or to be in bondage. We can find ourselves in bondage to material things – the things we have, or the things we want. We can be in bondage to the need for power, either in our individual lives or as a nation. One of the psychological motivations behind the tea party movement, for example, seems to be a need to feel a sense of personal power, something that the mostly working-class tea partiers have been squeezed out of by the lousy economy. And we can be in bondage to fear and our need to feel secure – a bondage that makes it impossible to open our hearts and minds to others, to the events of history, and to the God who is still speaking through them.

What are the powers that keep you bound? And what will it take to break free of them?

Sometimes it takes an earthquake. So I just want to close with an example of how that can work – how a jolt to the foundations of life can become the catalyst for new freedom and new life. This happens in real life, but I want us to remember a movie you may have seen, Good Will Hunting. Matt Damon plays the title character, who is a janitor at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and has a genius for mathematics. This gets discovered by one of the professors, and he tries to get Will to turn his life around. But Will was abused as a foster child, and subconsciously he blames himself for his unhappy upbringing. He turns this self-loathing into self-sabotage – he can’t maintain a steady job or any kind of healthy romantic relationship. He is paralyzed; he can’t move forward. He’s in bondage.

Then a washed-up psychologist, played by Robin Williams, comes into the picture. He works and works and works with Will, trying to break through his wall of denial and pain. And finally there is a scene in the psychologist’s office. Robin Williams’ character shares with him that he, too, was abused as a child, and Will is finally able to hear the words that will set him free. 

“It’s not your fault,” the therapist tells him. 

“Yeah, I know that,” Will says, but you can tell he doesn’t believe it. 

“Look at me, son,” the therapist says. “It’s not your fault.” 

“I know.” 

“No, no, you don’t. It’s not your fault.”

“I know.” 

“It’s not your fault. It’s not your fault. It’s not your fault.”
Finally he takes Will into his arms, and they are both sobbing. “It’s not your fault. It’s not your fault.” And at last the truth of that simple statement reaches deep into him, into both of them. And from that point forward, Will moves toward health and wholeness. He is set free.

Sometimes it takes an earthquake – an event or an insight that crumbles the foundation we thought had been so solid and so certain. When the earthquake comes to you, recognize that when the walls fall down, the prison doors can spring open. Live in the Spirit of Christ, and with that freedom you can find new life.

Thanks be to God! Amen.
