She Wanders Among Us
Acts 16: 16-40
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The Sunday School teacher smiles at the children sitting with her on the story-time carpet.  “So,” she says, “did you like this story about Paul and Silas?”  “Yeah,” calls out Steve, “it was way cool!  The good guys won, and the bad guys lost, and everything turned out right!”  The teacher nods.  “Yes!” she says.  “See, boys and girls, if you really and truly believe in Jesus, if you stay really, really faithful to Jesus, everything will turn out right.  Now, who’s ready for a snack?”


“I am…I am…me, too”; the voices of the children ring out as they scramble for chairs around the tables.  But, though nobody notices, because she is being very, very quiet, eight-year-old Dorothy is trying real hard not to cry.


Recently, Dorothy’s parents divorced, and as children often do, Dorothy blamed herself for their divorce; it must have been her fault, something bad she’d done.  But now she sees it:  what was bad was what she hadn’t done.  She must not have believed enough in Jesus.  That’s why everything hadn’t turned out right.

Last Wednesday afternoon I told the Bible study group that there was something in this Paul-Silas story that was troubling me, but I couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was.  Surely, it is troubling the way the story can be used to claim that if you’re faithful enough, everything will turn out rosy and right.  That just isn’t true, is it?

Faith may give you the strength to endure hard times, maybe even with an extraordinary peace of mind to nurture your survival.  But sometimes you just have to learn to live with life’s problems and complexities and imperfections, coping best as you can.  Faith doesn’t guarantee that everything will turn out all rosy and right, and so it troubles me that we might not be careful enough when we tell this story to children, or indeed when we tell it to each other.


But something else was troubling me, something inside the story itself, though right then I didn’t know what it was.  I told the group I had this feeling that what was nagging at me had something to do with the way Paul used his status, his position of privilege as a male Roman citizen to get what he wanted, to exact an apology from the mighty Roman magistrates.  If Paul claimed to be all about preaching the gospel of Jesus Christ, wasn’t this self-centered demand of privileged position a lapse from his calling?


Well, the group brought me up short about that.  They reminded me that we all lapse from our calling from time to time, that I was being too hard on Paul, maybe doing a little Paul-bashing.  But I really wasn’t.  I just knew there was something connected to that part of the story which was troubling to me, and I was groping around trying to figure out what it was.  After I got home, finally it came clear.


It’s the stark contrast between Paul and that slave girl.  It’s the obscene contrast between Paul, whose position of privilege could get him what he demanded, and that slave girl who was utterly powerless, had no status, no position, no privilege, no right to demand anything; the storyteller doesn’t even give her the dignity of having her own name.  She’s a nobody to be quickly forgotten, while glorious alleluias surround and lift up Paul and Silas.

We tell the story, it becomes a story about Paul and Silas, a story which quickly forgets that slave girl when she is no longer useful.  See, just as she is a slave in life, to be used on demand by others, to suit their needs, so also she’s a slave to this narrative, a pawn to suit the needs of the plot.  She’s a thing used to get the story going.  Obediently she fulfills that role, and then, no longer useful, she’s left behind.


We don’t hear another word about her, don’t know what happened later, when she was no longer useful to her owners as their source of income.  But I’ll bet what happened to her wasn’t good.  She was no longer useful as a source of income, but I’ll bet she was plenty useful as an outlet for her owners’ rage.

Look, they’d had a great thing going, those guys.  They loved money and could be lazy about getting it, could just use her to keep the money rolling in.  Now, they’d lost the easy life and were going to have to get a real job.  And probably, on top of that, they’d been punished for lying and putting Rome in an embarrassing position.  Are these lazy, greedy, liars likely to accept their own culpability and punishment nicely?  No way; they’re the kind of people who look for somebody else to blame, and somebody to be a target for their frustration and rage.  And isn’t the target usually the nearest and most vulnerable warm body?

No longer useful as a money-making machine, now she could be useful as a punching bag.  And if they did abuse her, yelled at her, spit on her, beat her up, what could she do?  Nothing.  There are some people in our own world who know exactly what that’s like.
Paul, Silas, Lydia, the others in that Christian community, I wish they’d added another paragraph to this story.  I wish they’d circled back to find her.  After they’d finished their own celebrating, after they’d sung and prayed and praised God for their own blessings, after Paul had proclaimed the encouraging word of faith in Jesus Christ, I wish they’d circled back to find her; I wish Paul had used his privileged position to help her.  But that’s just my wishing.  Realistically, I know they couldn’t do anything for her.  They couldn’t extricate her from slavery, not at that point in human history.  She was the legally owned property of that group of men.  She was utterly bound to them and to the societal system of her day.
So, the question is not, what could they have done to help her, but what can we do for her today, as she wanders among us in San Antonio?  She feels powerless, and in so many ways she is.  She’s not a slave, but neither is she free.  She’s trapped, bound tight by all the regulations and stipulations and paperwork of bureaucracy, which leaves her to slip between the cracks of our own societal systems.  She needs to get her GED; she needs to develop job skills for better-paying employment; she needs to learn how to have healthy, non-violent relationships; she needs mentoring into a lifestyle different from the one she grew up in.  And she needs help to do that; nobody can do all that by themselves.

But she’s not quite poor enough, not quite abused enough, her situation not quite desperate enough to fit within the categories designated on the forms to be filled out at social agencies.  “Sorry,” they say, “but you just don’t qualify.”

So, she tries to manage best as she can.  But working at Jack-in-the-Box, she can’t earn enough to get an apartment of her own, away from her roommates and their drug addictions.  Nor does she have the education or skills to get a better paying job.  Nor has she been able to break the pattern of getting involved with men who abuse her.  She’s trying, but everything isn’t turning out rosy and right – is it because she’s not faithful enough?  Or could it be something else?  Maybe we, who could help, ought to circle back, find her, use the power we do have to empower her.
She wanders among us.  Who is she?  Doesn’t she have a name of her own?  Doesn’t she have her own human story to tell?  Who will listen and help her write a new chapter?
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