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Lydia is a dealer in purple cloth, meaning she was a woman of some means. She is a business
woman who deals in high priced commodities, in luxuries. Purple cloth is associated with royalty
- meaning she probably dealt quite regularly with those associated with the empire, with the
emperor. The deep color of purple requires expensive dye, making purple cloth expensive, and
so wearing purple cloth is a sign of status, of success.

She is probably multilingual, probably educated, able to travel between regions purchasing and
selling purple cloth in various places. And all of these things make her interesting and
extraordinary, especially in regards to our assumptions about women of the era - she seems to
be an anomaly, or, at least having a story little told.

But even more interesting and surprising about Lydia, is that this worldly woman, with means
and connections, was also a worshiper of God. She was a ‘churchgoing’ woman - someone
already participating in the life of the church in diaspora - the church gathered in places all
around Rome - in her hometown of Thyatira, and here, in Philippi, where the empire is powerful
and popular. Even in her travels, she was gathering with the community of Jesus-followers, here
– even though it could have risked her status as a person associated with the empire, a person
with influence, she is here, outside the gate, by the river, worshiping God.

Through Lydia’s story, it is clear, to me as a Methodist, that she experiences the three kinds of
grace that is foundational to Wesleyan theology - Wesleyan, meaning from the Wesleys,
especially John Wesley, the founder of Methodism. These three types of grace John Wesley
names are these: prevenient, justifying, and sanctifying grace. These three types of grace
prepare us, redeem us, and continually shape us into who God has created and called us to be.
Prevenient grace prepares us, justifying grace redeems us, and sanctifying grace continually
shapes us into who God has created us to be.

There is no earthly rhyme or reason why Lydia should be here, outside the gate by the river,
worshiping a crucified God, when she had every access to power and prestige inside the city
gates, rubbing elbows with local politicians. She was not lacking money or resources… God’s
prevenient, preparing, grace was surely working in her life, leading her to a community of faith -
long before she, or we, were aware of it.

When she finds herself here, seemingly staying in her second home, gathering with the
Philippian Christians, Luke, the writer of Acts, and Paul are visiting to teach and pray with the
disciples. It is in this place, at this time, hearing these teachings, that Lydia experiences
conversion. The scripture reads that “God opened her heart to listen eagerly to what was said
by Paul,” and upon listening, upon hearing, her entire household was baptized.

“But Pastor Alexa, she is already a churchgoing woman, wasn’t she already converted?”

You’d think, right? We would consider her a Christian, a member of our church, one who has
been converted. But something particular and notable happens to her in this moment, in this
experience of worship. She experiences what John Wesley called ‘justifying grace,’ the grace
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that redeems us. Perhaps before this, she assented to the ideas of the church, said “yes, that
sounds right,” but in this moment, she knew it and accepted it for herself. In this moment, she
knew that Christ’s gift of reconciliation between her and God was true and real, it was something
she trusted in and believed with all her heart. She was justified, set in right relationship with
God, neighbor, and self; she was made well.

Many of the conversion stories I hear end here. They end at the moment of conversion.
Conversion is the goal, it is the end. And when this is true, we keep chasing that feeling we had
at our conversion - when things clicked for us, when what we were taught made its way into our
hearts, and we knew in our bodies, in our souls, that what we had known in our heads was real
for us - here, now.

But once we cross that threshold from conversion into the rest of our lives, it seems silly to try to
go back. Do we not trust there is more ahead?

Lydia knew that on the other side of conversion was a life full of the spirit, led by grace, or at
least that is what became true for her when she crossed the threshold.

The moment after Lydia’s conversion, she invites Luke and Paul, “come and stay at my home.”

This is sanctifying grace: the grace that continually shapes us into who God has created and
called us to be.

Our commentator for today says this, “Lydia sanctifies,” makes holy, set apart, “her conversion
with acts of radical hospitality.”

She figures out quickly that her conversion, or justification, is not ultimately about how good it
feels to be justified, but how purposeful it is to be in service to God; how extraordinary it is to
humble yourself to the continual shaping of grace.

With eyes newly opened, she says yes to an opportunity, “come and stay at my home.”

—

Angelina, our director of congregational life, recently said, “Isn’t it nice being part of a church
where inclusion is the floor?”

Here, at First Olympia, inclusion is the floor, or perhaps the threshold. We have made the
conversion from being unclear in our affirmation of LGBTQ people, to explicitly and expressly
welcoming and including LGBTQ people in the life of the church. And not just that, but have built
a floor of inclusion for all kinds of people, “all ages, all abilities, all sexual orientations and
gender identities, all nationalities and ethnicities, the poor and the rich, single people and the
many forms of family.”
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Inclusion is the floor, the threshold, the basic and explicit expectation for this church home.

With prevenient grace, God led this church to that threshold: God built a porch, I’m assuming
with incredible musicians playing gorgeous and singable music you wanted to join in on; a porch
with people who were always rounding people up to serve in the community. And together, y’all
crossed the threshold of inclusion - you were converted, justified - set in right relationship with
God, neighbor, and self by the acceptance and profession of our welcome statement.

And then, suddenly you were inside the house.

Crossing the threshold, being made justified, converting is not insignificant. And, we’ve already
done it. It is behind us.

So next, is sanctification: it’s time to tend to the interior, the walls, the windows, the curtains,
pick out the couches, light the fire, get out our candlesticks and light the candles.

If prevenient grace is the porch, justifying grace is the threshold, then sanctification is the
interior. Sanctification is the grace that continually makes us holy - continually nurtures us to
mature in our faith, to grow and grow into the likeness of Christ.

This grace never ends. Which means we are never done. Our growth continues.

—

For Lydia, sanctification started with hospitality. It started with welcoming her teachers and new
friends into her inner world, opening herself up to the grace they had for her, and trusting that
what she had to offer in comfortable couches and delicious food and kind company was an
acceptable contribution to these new relationships.

Hospitality is so much more than etiquette, and a sparkling clean house. Hospitality is warmth, it
is friendliness, generosity, openness to the contributions of those you welcome, a commitment
to making the other feeling at home even at some discomfort to yourself.

I imagine that becoming hospitable to Luke and Paul meant that they had guidance and wisdom
for her about how to wield her power and wealth to the glory of God. I imagine that becoming
hospitable to Luke and Paul meant that she was changed in her inner and outer life in
permanent and sanctifying ways.

–

This church is on its sanctification journey. Grace wants to sanctify us, to make us holy, to
continually transform us into who God has called us to be. We have not arrived at that place,
totally sanctified, and may not ever. But humbling ourselves to sanctification is a journey worth
taking.
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Lydia’s story shows us that sanctification often looks like hospitality. It looks like making this
place, this community a warm and inviting one - not just in appearance, but in spirit, in word,
and deed. Sanctification looks like making this place feel like home for people who we have
decided are welcome here, the people we have invited in: people of all ages, all abilities, all
sexual orientations and gender identities, the poor and the rich, single people, and the many
forms of family.

God is calling us to humble ourselves to grace, so that we might be sanctified, so that God’s
warm glow might shine out of our windows, so that we might be a warm meal for the hungry, so
that we might be a soft place to land for those sore from the harshness of the world, so that we
might be ready to light a candle and hold vigil for those who are lonely, lost, and languishing, so
that we might advocate for a world not so harsh.

This is a nice and warm fuzzy vision, but it takes sacrifice to get there. Holding vigil means not
getting sleep, a warm meal means labor over the stove, being a soft place to land for those
hardened by the world means our feelings will probably be hurt, keeping a fire lit means
financial sacrifice to keep the wood stocked and the chimney cleared, advocating for a world not
so harsh requires speaking out against empire.

God is calling us to continue on toward sanctification. To work on the interior of our shared life -
to make this community grow in warmth and softness and toughness, to be creators of justice
and joy for everyone born.
This is a daunting task on our own. But it is a joyful and fruitful path to take together. And, my
friends, God goes with us. It is God’s grace, after all, that is working its will in us.

May we grow in our holiness through radical acts of hospitality, living more fully into our
conversion: May Lydia be a guide. Amen.


