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 When I’m listening to someone, I like to speed things up if I can - just a 

little. Let me explain. It’s never when I’m talking to any of you (of course!). It only 

happens when I listen to an audio recording. And I hear a lot of recordings. Ever 

since seminary when I discovered a world of audio courses and audiobooks, a 

world that now seems limitless thanks to podcasts, youtube, online radio - even the 

library has a huge catalogue of free audio. There’s more content available than any 

one could ever hope to actually hear. And because there’s so much, when I’m 

listening to a recording I like to speed things up if I can - just a little.  

 And here’s what I’ve noticed. When I speed things up - just a little - I can 

hear more stuff. No surprise, right? If I’m making coffee in the morning, driving to 

a meeting, or just working my way through a book; I can fill my day with more 

audio (more content) when I speed things up just a little. It feels good. It feels 

efficient. But I’ve also discovered that it changes how I listen when I speed things 

up - even if it’s just a little. After all, the reason I speed things up is because I want 

more. I want more information, more knowledge, more wisdom, more 

entertainment, more ideas. And that’s not all bad. I mean, at least part of the reason 

I want more is because of you.  

 I’m a parish priest. I live with a community. And whether I’m visiting 

someone pastorally, or standing up here preaching, I’m always aware that I could 

do more if I had more resources to use. That’s why I like to speed things up when 

I’m listening - even if it’s just a little. But recently, ever since Lent actually, I’ve 
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been speeding up less than I used to. I’ve been slowing down. I mean sometimes 

the people they find to read audiobooks are painfully slow, so I still speed them up. 

But more often than not, I’m slowing down to listen at “normal” speed. Because 

even if it means I hear less content during my day, I’m more focused on the 

meaning of what I’m hearing & less on how I might use it for my own benefit.  

 From the book of Acts:  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.  (Acts 16:16) 

 One of the great challenges of the spiritual life has always been the 

temptation to use it for our own benefit. Even more so in a fast-paced culture like 

ours, where we constantly have to prove ourselves and perform at a high-level if 

we’re going to secure our future or make more money. So this Seventh Sunday of 

Easter - the last Sunday before Pentecost - our Readings take us by the hand - or 

perhaps better: by the ear - and they invite us to focus more on the meaning of 

Jesus’ Resurrection, and less on how we might be able to use it for our own benefit. 

 The temptation to use spiritual knowledge or power for some kind of benefit 

has always been there. Our first reading from Acts makes this abundantly clear. 

The ancient Mediterranean culture of Jesus & Paul was no less competitive or 

cutthroat than our own. And the risk of starving or being left behind was even 

greater in their culture if you didn’t know how to use resources for your benefit - 

financial resources, social resources, and spiritual resources. So in our first reading 
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we hear a story about a slave girl with a spirit who was very useful for her owners 

because she could make them a great deal of money. And please notice that our 

Bible doesn’t question the reality of that spiritual power for a minute. It’s real. It’s 

there. It’s with us today. Fortune Tellers and Mediums are still a viable business - 

even if it today it’s couched in the language of “entertainment.” 

 Our first response, especially if it’s just entertainment, might be, “Why not 

give it a try? What’s the harm of listening for a just a little more spiritual content?” 

What’s the harm of a little more excitement, a little more entertainment? What’s 

the harm of hearing a little more over the course of our day, especially if it comes 

in the form of supernatural knowledge? It feels good. It feels efficient. Except 

maybe; except maybe how it changes the way we listen to God whenever we start 

asking for more - even if it is just a little.  

 One of the great challenges of Easter - and living with the Resurrection - has 

always been the temptation to use Jesus’ victory over death & the grave for our 

own benefit instead of listening for what his death & Resurrection actually mean 

for our lives today. More often than not, we want more; more wisdom, more 

knowledge, more comfort, more power, more entertainment, more revelation. We 

want more. And that’s not all bad. At least part of the reason we want more is 

because we care about people: our family, our friends, our mothers (Happy 

Mothers Day!) & our church. If Jesus really did conquer death and the grave then 

what’s the harm in asking for a little more?  
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 We might be able to help the world if we had more wisdom or knowledge to 

use for their benefit. We might even be able to grow our church if we were telling 

the future or casting out spirits in Jesus’ name! Those are the kinds of good reasons 

we usually want more knowledge or reassurance - even just a little. But today’s 

Readings - especially Acts - invite us to slow down and to listen for the meaning of 

Easter. Because even if slowing down means we have less knowledge or power, 

we’ll be more focused on the purpose of Jesus’ Resurrection and less on how we 

might be able to use it for our own benefit. 

 Our Reading from Acts is practically a case study on the meaning of Easter 

for our spiritual lives today. Let me suggest how it works. I think it works like this. 

You’ve probably heard that saying, “All roads lead to heaven”? It’s well 

intentioned but it’s not quite right. Because after Easter we Christians would want 

to adjust it so it sounds more like this: “All roads to heaven include a cross & 

resurrection.” For Christians any spiritual knowledge or power always includes 

some kind of cross & Resurrection. They always go together. That’s how we’re 

invited to engage the spiritual life. And the book of Acts shows us why. 

 At the beginning of today’s story we’re told that each of the main characters 

are slaves. At first, that’s kind of a surprise. We know the young girl is a slave. But 

what about Paul & Silas? She calls them slaves, and they sure don’t look like it. 

But they are. If we miss that, we miss the entire point of the story. Because they’re 

slaves of the most high God - interestingly the same title we hear for God in 
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today’s Psalm: “you O LORD, are most high over all the earth; exalted far above 

all gods,” (Psa. 97.9). That’s the starting point of all true spiritual knowledge. The 

starting point isn’t knowing the future. The starting point is knowing ourselves in 

relation to God.  We’re not masters of our own fate and we don’t stand in God's 

place. We have great dignity but we’re stewards and servants of God’s creation. So 

the main difference at the beginning of this story isn’t that some of the characters 

are slaves and some of then are free. They’re all slaves. We’re told that right up 

front. The real difference is who they belong to.  

 The young woman belongs to the power of money & profit. She has great 

knowledge, but she can’t use it for her own benefit. Someone else is pulling the 

strings and making the money. So she’s really enslaved to the power of money. 

And the dirty little secret is that her masters are enslaved to the power of money 

too. Because as soon as she stops being useful for their profit, they attack Paul & 

Silas. They try to make them slaves of money too. They seize them & drag them 

before a large crowd of people in a market - and they’re all serving the power of 

money too. By all appearances, at the beginning of this story the power of money 

& profit isn’t just real, its strong; even stronger than Paul’s power & Silas’ power. 

The entire episode just goes from bad to worse, until they’re dragged away and 

imprisoned by the power of others. They’re robbed of all power and locked in a 

dark cell.  

 And it’s not until then; it’s not until their lives begin to resemble the story of 
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Jesus’s cross; it’s not until then that we start to understand who Paul & Silas really 

belong to. It’s not until they’ve followed Jesus on a path of social & financial 

crucifixion, being mocked & flogged, beaten & locked in the depths of a dark 

tomb. It’s not until then that we begin to understand who they belong to. Because 

in the midst of their weakness, when they can do nothing else, they pray & sing to 

God. Their praise becomes their joy in the absence of power.  

 They profit nothing, they make nothing. They don’t use the Resurrection of 

Jesus for anything - except to sustain their joy in the midst of weakness, and then, 

to offer their jailer new life when his power is taken away too. The power of 

Resurrection doesn’t appear until all of their other power is taken away. That’s how  

Jesus heals the world. The Resurrection of Jesus becomes real when Paul & Silas 

walk the way of the cross and joyfully allow themselves to become powerless in a 

prison. That’s when the Resurrection of Jesus becomes real to a jailer, a person 

whose sole purpose in life - his entire existence - is defined by controlling people 

& keeping them enslaved. 

 The power of Resurrection found the jailer not because Paul & Silas 

organized a jail break - better yet - not because they showed up one day and started 

releasing prisoners by waving their hands and opening locks in Jesus’ name. That’s 

not Resurrection. That’s just brute force. The power of Resurrection reached a 

jailer because Paul & Silas became powerless - they suffered the humility of being 

beaten & publicly shamed. That’s how the Resurrection of Jesus became known, 
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and healed their world.  

 The greatest difference in the spiritual life isn’t whether we have some kind 

of efficiency, knowledge or power to impress people. The great difference is 

whatever or whoever we belong to. The great difference is whether we’re simply 

looking for resources to use, or whether we allow God’s love to work through us - 

especially in our powerlessness - to heal the world. The difference is whether we 

belong to profit, knowledge, and power, or whether we belong to God’s love; 

joyfully praising our Creator even when we’re attacked, belittled, or accused.  

 And according to our Gospel, belonging to God’s love isn’t just how we 

“serve” God; it’s how we become one with God. It’s “how we share the very life of 

God and come to be with him and in him for ever.” “The glory that you have given 1

me (the glory of the cross) I have given them, so that they may be one, as we are 

one, I in them and you in me,” (John 17:22). 

 One of the great challenges of Easter - and living with the Resurrection - has 

always been the temptation to use Jesus’ victory over death & the grave for our 

own benefit instead of listening for what his death & Resurrection actually mean 

for our lives today. Our invitation today is slowing down to listen for the meaning 

of Easter. Because even if slowing down means we have less knowledge or power, 

we’ll be more focused on the meaning of Resurrection. We may even be ready for  

Jesus to use us in our weakness so that his Resurrection can heal the world. Amen.

 Burridge, John, p.2031


