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Sermon for May 26, 2019          

Acts 16:9-15            

A New Beginning 

The Reverend Roger Pancost 

I have always loved rivers. When I was a toddler, my family took me to the 

campus of Michigan State University where we fed the ducks swimming on the 

Red Cedar River. 

In my childhood my family purchased land on the Muskegon River and built 

a cabin there. For the next several years I spent countless hours with family 

members canoeing, tubing and swimming. 

The Red Cedar River played a prominent role during my college years as I 

attended Michigan State University. 

During my seminary years in St. Louis, Missouri, I enjoyed spending time 

with friends exploring the levees along the Mighty Mississippi River. 

My seminary intern year was spent in Toledo, Ohio where both the church 

and my home were within steps of the Maumee River. Years later I came to learn 

that Bob and Gwen Snyder lived near the Maumee for eight years as Bob served as 

the senior pastor of that same church. 

The first church that I was called to serve after my ordination is located in a 

river valley in upstate New York. I loved walking the trails along the Chenango 

River. 

In 2004 I was called to serve this church in Midland, Michigan, a town that 

boasts three rivers…the Chippewa, the Pine and the Tittabawassee! 

In the summer my family loves to spend time on the Crystal River in 

Northern Michigan. 

 I wonder if the author of the Book of Acts also loved rivers. Why else would 

this author have shared the following: “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.” Wouldn’t it have been sufficient 

to say that Paul and his companions found a group of believers on the outskirts of 

town? Why mention the river? 

One Bible Commentator suggests that the women were gathered at the river 

because there weren’t enough men to have a synagogue in the City of Philippi. 

You needed ten men to have a synagogue. At that time in history devout Jews 
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gathered by rivers as a symbol that they would be joined by others both up, and 

downstream. Other biblical scholars suggest that worshipers gathered near rivers to 

facilitate ritual washings. 

Perhaps another reason the author mentions a river is that this is a story 

about baptism. You may recall that Lydia is identified as a “God-worshipper” 

which tells us that Lydia was a Gentile adherent to Judaism. According to the 

story, God opens Lydia’s heart so that she can listen to what Paul shares with her 

about Jesus. Lydia responds to what Paul shares by being baptized and by having 

everyone in her household baptized.  

Lydia’s baptism takes place in a river, just as Jesus was baptized in the River 

Jordan. Both of these rivers symbolize a transition. Jesus begins his ministry 

following baptism. Lydia becomes a follower of the way of Jesus upon her 

baptism. 

Lydia’s experience along the river reminds me of a Jewish practice that 

involves rivers. On the first day of Rosh Hashanah, (which is the Jewish New 

Year,) some Jewish people practice the tradition of Tashlich. The translation of this 

Hebrew word is “cast away.” 

Tashlich is a ceremony in which sins are symbolically cast away into a 

natural body of running water. For example, Jewish people in New York City 

gather on the Brooklyn Bridge and imagine throwing their sins into the East River. 

Although this ceremony is not found in the scriptures, it is based on a verse from 

Micah that states, “God will take us back in love; God will cover up our iniquities. 

You will cast all their sins into the depths of the sea.” 

The practice of Tashlich is a reminder that God’s love washes away the 

wrongs an individual, or a community have done, and offers them a new 

beginning. 

 It occurs to me that Tashlich would be helpful for many of us. We don’t 

have to wait for a particular day in which to follow this practice. Nor, do we have 

to go to an actual river. We can imagine ourselves standing next to a river and 

letting go of the things that are harmful to our emotional and spiritual well-being. 

Rather than thinking about “sins,” I suggest that we reflect on anything negative in 

our lives that we would do well to let of. 

 As you reflect on your life, what might you do well to toss in the river? 
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It may be that you have been carrying feelings of guilt over something you 

have done, or something you wish you had done. On this Memorial Day weekend 

in which many people think about loved-ones who have died, I am reminded of 

times in my life in which I felt guilt over not being there for these individuals or 

not expressing my love more clearly. Perhaps you have similar feelings. 

 Imagine standing next to a river and tossing these feelings of guilt into the 

current. 

 It may be that you have been carrying an old grudge or a feeling of anger. 

Someone may have treated you poorly or said something that hurt your feelings. 

Holding onto these feelings can lead to bitterness. 

 Imagine you are standing next to a river and tossing these old grudges into 

the current. 

It may be that you carry frustration over a dream that never came to fruition. 

As you continue to look back over what didn’t happen, you are unable to look 

forward with hope. 

Imagine you are standing next to a river and tossing your frustration into the 

current. 

It may be that you are holding onto feelings of inferiority. Early in your life 

someone told you that you are not good enough. These messages continue to play 

in your head, preventing you from fully embracing the wonderful person that you 

are. 

Imagine you are standing next to a river and tossing your feelings of 

inferiority into the current. 

It may be that you are holding onto prejudices that you developed at an 

earlier time in your life. These negative thoughts may have been imprinted in your 

mind by family members or even a religious institution.  

Imagine you are standing next to a river and tossing your prejudices into the 

current. 

What other things might you let go of? The need to control, being self-

critical, worrying about the future, unrealistic expectations, trying to live up to the 

expectations of others… 
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Imagine throwing these harmful feelings into a river and watching them float 

away. Imagine turning these things over to the powerful love of God. A love that 

washes us clean and offers us a new beginning. 

When Lydia came out of the waters of baptism the first thing she did was 

extend hospitality to others. In other words, she shared the love of God. That’s 

what happens when we are given a new beginning…we are able to share God’s 

love more fully, and we are able to love ourselves more deeply. 

So if you see someone from this church standing on the Tridge deep in 

thought, give them a little space. They may be letting go of things that are harmful. 

They may be about to experience a new beginning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


