
Setting the Stage  

Acts 16:9-15  

 

May 9, 2010; Tim Devine  

St. Paul’s United Church of Christ; Seattle, Washington  

 

 

A few weeks ago there was a special worship service in the Amistad Chapel at the setting 

of the national offices of the United Church of Christ in Cleveland, Ohio.  The reason 

was to mark the 200
th
 anniversary of the founding of something called the American 

Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM).  It was the beginning of the 

mission outreach of the faith and practice of our congregational forebears and it continues 

today as the Wider Church Ministries and Global Ministries units of both the United 

Church of Christ and the Disciples of Christ.     

 

As the story goes, five college students heard a collective call to mission in 1806 (under a 

haystack in a lightning storm in Williamstown, Massachusetts), and agreed to find a way 

to convince their church (our predecessors) to send them overseas as missionaries.  They 

worked persistently for four years and the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign 

Missions (ABCFM) was established in 1810 in Massachusetts and Connecticut.  Two 

years later those same young men were sent across the sea.  Each development was 

setting the stage for what would come next.   

 

But in that worship service, Jan Aerie, Executive for Mission Education and 

Interpretation, Wider Church and Global Ministries, shared another part of that story, by 

saying:   

  

Before the establishment of the ABCFM and even well before the five students received 

their call through the thunder and lightning, the women were hard at work on mission. 

The Female Society for Spreading Christian Education (later changed to the Women's 

Board of Mission) was organized in 1801, a full five years before that haystack call.  The 

women started the "Penny Society" and asked women in the churches to give 1 cent a 

week for mission. 

 

By 1812 when four of the young men and their wives were duly commissioned and ready 

to sail across the sea, the ABCFM knew the funds were not sufficient to book passage.  

Ironically, or in divine order, the ship's sailing was delayed for several weeks.  In the 

meantime, churches were inspired by the prospect of mission and money began to flow.  

But it was the women that saved the day.  The women's Penny Society over twelve years 

had raised $6000 – that is 600,000 pennies!!  Their $6000 was what enabled the eight to 

book passage on two clipper ships, fully outfitted with supplies and food and salary for 

one full year!  We can safely say that without the women this would not have happened.  

For fifty years the women faithfully collected their mission pennies and, working closely 

with the ABCFM (men), funded many, many missionaries.  Throughout that time the 

ABCFM (men) would not allow any woman to be sent as a missionary herself.  Yet, the 

women didn't dwell on the fact that they were not allowed to go.  



 

The women understood that bringing the Good 4ews across the ocean was as important 

as teaching and practicing mission here at home.  Since the women were mostly 

responsible for the faith education of the children, they firmly based their emphasis in 

teaching on local and global mission, and so they changed the church’s view.  They knew 

if they taught their children well, their children’s generation could allow girls as well as 

boys to become missionaries.  

 

There is more to that story, but for the purpose of the sermon today it took about 50 years 

before women were sent as missionaries in their own right.  And today, 150 more years 

later, the executive post for Wider Church Ministries in the UCC is held by a woman.   

 

I find that an interesting parallel to the scripture passage for today as well as it being 

Mother’s Day.  In the Book of Acts, Paul changes course and sets out in a new direction 

to Macedonia in present day Greece.  Up until that time all of the early churches had been 

in the eastern Mediterranean area – present day Israel, Palestine, Lebanon, Syria, and 

Turkey.  He changes course because of a dream where he is requested – by a man – to 

come to Macedonia.  But when he and his party actually get there, the person with whom 

they make contact and who forms the first house church of the city is a woman – Lydia.   

 

This same Paul – our church’s namesake – who says that woman should be silent in 

church and subject to their husbands, gives a woman the prestige of being the first 

baptized convert in this new city – Philippi, and in this new region – Macedonia, and in 

this new continent – Europe.   

 

So this is also a story about changing ones plans, about a still speaking God, and about 

creating room for the unexpected.  The best of our well managed corporate policies – five 

year goals, strategic planning, and mission statements – all get scuttled when somebody 

like Paul says “sorry, I had a dream, we’re going to Macedonia instead.”   

 

And change is an important part of life and growth and spirit.   

 

If we go back to the story of the founding of our first missionary society 200 years ago, 

there is a bit more to that story.  Missionaries at that time were very much part of the 

wider Christian society and its clear understanding of being right, or in other words, its 

arrogance.  Missionaries were all about cultural and religious superiority – “civilizing the 

world,” or in other words, “making the world more like us.”   

 

But over time this has changed.  Missionaries are now not about proselytizing and 

paternalism, but about partnership.  It isn’t about the superior teaching the inferior, but 

about sharing resources and experiences and learning from each other.  

 

After college I taught Palestinian students at the Friends, or Quaker, School in Ramallah 

on the West Bank of the Jordan River.  The appointment was through the American 

Friends Service Committee and I was termed a missionary.  But it wasn’t about any of 

that earlier traditional missionary stuff, but about sharing resources and listening.   



 

As a “missionary” I was to listen to them – as there were few folk in 1979 who thought of 

Palestinians as anything other than terrorists, whereas in truth they were far more on the 

receiving end of violence.  I was to teach in a creative and open hearted way and to 

include ideas and examples of non-violence in ethics and social studies.  And I was to be 

an alternative role model as – in that time before cell phones and the internet – the 

primary experience of the United States in Palestine came from our foreign policy 

decisions and the twice weekly episodes of the TV shows Dynasty and Dallas that were 

watched faithfully by almost everyone.   

 

And in some ways it ways it was a tall order.  If all one knows about the United States are 

land mines and cluster bombs made and paid for here, and TV characters like J.R. Ewing 

and Alexis Carrington – it is definitely an uphill climb to challenge that experience.   

 

It was another way of setting the stage for a better future, a way of providing resources 

and hope for what was yet to unfold.  And it is also being open to being transformed by 

what the “missionary” learns in the “field.”  Who benefits more?  Is it the folk from here 

that go to work in post-Katrina New Orleans?  Or is it the folk from there who offer 

hospitality and welcome?    

 

The special anniversary service about mission at Amistad chapel closed with a prayer.  It 

was written by Ana Gobledale, one of the interim ministers at Kirkland UCC where Jason 

Boyd will begin as pastor next month.  May this prayer be ours as well:   

 

God of all creation -- of all time and space; 

Of all people near and far; of all our hopes and fears; 

Of all wisdom and grace: 

Out of our faith, we reach out to your world.  

We have made mistakes, but we have learned. 

Out of our passion, we extend ourselves. 

We have sown seeds of justice, love and peace 

Throughout the garden of creation. 

God of hope and promise,  

Continue to use us as your instruments with eyes of wisdom. 

Continue to use us to spread your music with ears of compassion. 

Continue to use us to tend your garden with hands of humility. 

God, with abundance you provide, as we continue to sow Your seeds.  

Keep us grounded in mission and blooming in faith.   

 

Amen. 

 

      

 

 

 

 



Acts 16:9-15  

 

During the night Paul had a vision: there stood a man of Macedonia pleading with him 

and saying, “Come over to Macedonia and help us.”  When he had seen the vision, we 

immediately tried to cross over to Macedonia, being convinced that God had called us to 

proclaim the good news to them.   

  

We set sail from Troas and took a straight course to Samothrace, the following day to 

Neapolis, and from there to Philippi, which is a leading city of the district of Macedonia 

and a Roman colony.  We remained in this city for some days.  On the sabbath day we 

went outside the gate by the river, where we supposed there was a place of prayer; and 

we sat down and spoke to the women who had gathered there.  A certain woman named 

Lydia, a worshiper of God, was listening to us; she was from the city of Thyatira and a  

dealer in purple cloth.  The Lord opened her heart to listen eagerly to what was said by 

Paul.  When she and her household were baptized, she urged us, saying, “If you have 

judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come and stay at my home.”  And she prevailed 

upon us.  
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baptized convert in this new city – Philippi, and in this new region – Macedonia, and in 

this new continent – Europe.   

 

So this is also a story about changing ones plans, about a still speaking God, and about 

creating room for the unexpected.  The best of our well managed corporate policies – five 

year goals, strategic planning, and mission statements – all get scuttled when somebody 

like Paul says “sorry, I had a dream, we’re going to Macedonia instead.”   

 

And change is an important part of life and growth and spirit.   

 

If we go back to the story of the founding of our first missionary society 200 years ago, 

there is a bit more to that story.  Missionaries at that time were very much part of the 

wider Christian society and its clear understanding of being right, or in other words, its 

arrogance.  Missionaries were all about cultural and religious superiority – “civilizing the 

world,” or in other words, “making the world more like us.”   

 

But over time this has changed.  Missionaries are now not about proselytizing and 

paternalism, but about partnership.  It isn’t about the superior teaching the inferior, but 

about sharing resources and experiences and learning from each other.  

 

After college I taught Palestinian students at the Friends, or Quaker, School in Ramallah 

on the West Bank of the Jordan River.  The appointment was through the American 

Friends Service Committee and I was termed a missionary.  But it wasn’t about any of 

that earlier traditional missionary stuff, but about sharing resources and listening.   



 

As a “missionary” I was to listen to them – as there were few folk in 1979 who thought of 

Palestinians as anything other than terrorists, whereas in truth they were far more on the 

receiving end of violence.  I was to teach in a creative and open hearted way and to 

include ideas and examples of non-violence in ethics and social studies.  And I was to be 

an alternative role model as – in that time before cell phones and the internet – the 

primary experience of the United States in Palestine came from our foreign policy 

decisions and the twice weekly episodes of the TV shows Dynasty and Dallas that were 

watched faithfully by almost everyone.   

 

And in some ways it ways it was a tall order.  If all one knows about the United States are 

land mines and cluster bombs made and paid for here, and TV characters like J.R. Ewing 

and Alexis Carrington – it is definitely an uphill climb to challenge that experience.   

 

It was another way of setting the stage for a better future, a way of providing resources 

and hope for what was yet to unfold.  And it is also being open to being transformed by 

what the “missionary” learns in the “field.”  Who benefits more?  Is it the folk from here 

that go to work in post-Katrina New Orleans?  Or is it the folk from there who offer 

hospitality and welcome?    

 

The special anniversary service about mission at Amistad chapel closed with a prayer.  It 

was written by Ana Gobledale, one of the interim ministers at Kirkland UCC where Jason 

Boyd will begin as pastor next month.  May this prayer be ours as well:   

 

God of all creation -- of all time and space; 

Of all people near and far; of all our hopes and fears; 

Of all wisdom and grace: 

Out of our faith, we reach out to your world.  

We have made mistakes, but we have learned. 

Out of our passion, we extend ourselves. 

We have sown seeds of justice, love and peace 

Throughout the garden of creation. 

God of hope and promise,  

Continue to use us as your instruments with eyes of wisdom. 

Continue to use us to spread your music with ears of compassion. 

Continue to use us to tend your garden with hands of humility. 

God, with abundance you provide, as we continue to sow Your seeds.  

Keep us grounded in mission and blooming in faith.   

 

Amen. 

 

      

 

 

 

 



Acts 16:9-15  

 

During the night Paul had a vision: there stood a man of Macedonia pleading with him 

and saying, “Come over to Macedonia and help us.”  When he had seen the vision, we 

immediately tried to cross over to Macedonia, being convinced that God had called us to 

proclaim the good news to them.   

  

We set sail from Troas and took a straight course to Samothrace, the following day to 

Neapolis, and from there to Philippi, which is a leading city of the district of Macedonia 

and a Roman colony.  We remained in this city for some days.  On the sabbath day we 

went outside the gate by the river, where we supposed there was a place of prayer; and 

we sat down and spoke to the women who had gathered there.  A certain woman named 

Lydia, a worshiper of God, was listening to us; she was from the city of Thyatira and a  

dealer in purple cloth.  The Lord opened her heart to listen eagerly to what was said by 

Paul.  When she and her household were baptized, she urged us, saying, “If you have 

judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come and stay at my home.”  And she prevailed 

upon us.  

 


