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Our text comes from the book of Acts 10:27-11:4. It is aenfengthy passage, but well
worth the context. Luke inaugurates the Gentile midsyointroducing us to the apostle Paul
through the account of his conversion, but then sipts's immediately to look again at Peter,
who would actually be the first to witness God’s plantfee Gentiles in action.

We should preface this text by saying that Peter hadguasived a vision from God
whereby a huge sheet filled with animals descended thersky, and a voice commanded him to
kil and eat. Peter protested saying that he had neuehé¢d or eaten of anything that was
unclean, so would never do such a thing, when God telisibi to call anything impure that God
has made clean, meaning that in this new order thaseneither clean nor unclean - quite a shift
from the Jewish laws. Simultaneous to Peter’s vig@ornelius, an Italian noncommissioned
officer who led about 600 men, and a righteous man hinmseglfa vision that he was to seek out
Peter and bring him to his house, gathering his friendgamily to hear him.

Peter is brought to Cornelius, and here we begin our text

Talking with him [Cornelius], Peter went inside and foandrge gathering of people. He
said to them, “You are well aware that it is againstlaw for a Jew to associate with a Gentile
or visit him. But God has shown me that | should @ditany man impure or unclean. So when |
was sent for, | came without raising any objectiday | ask why you sent for me?” Cornelius
answered, “Four days ago | was in my house praying ahakis at three in the afternoon.
Suddenly a man in shining clothes stood before me add‘€airnelius, God has heard your
prayer and remembered your gifts to the poor. Send to JopSanon who is called Peter. He
is a guest in the home of Simon the tanner, who byethe sea.” So | sent for you immediately,
and it was good of you to come. Now we are all hetharpresence of God to listen to
everything the Lord has commanded you to tell us.”

Then Peter began to speak, “I now realize how trgethiat God does not show
favoritism but accepts men from every nation who fearand do what is right. You know the
message God sent to the people of Israel, telling theé gews of peace through Jesus Christ,
who is Lord of all. You know what has happened throughaded, beginning in Galilee after
the baptism that John preached - how God anointed JelSlazareth with the Holy Spirit and
power, and how he went around doing good and healing aliweh® under the power of the
devil, because God was with him. We are witnessesearfthing he did in the country of the
Jews and in Jerusalem. They killed him by hanging hira tee, but God raised him from the
dead on the third day and caused him to be seen. Heotvasan by all the people, but by
witnesses whom God had already chosen - by us whadtérank with him after he rose from
the dead. He commanded us to preach to the people ardifiotbat he is the one whom God
appointed as judge of the living and the dead. All the prephstify about him that everyone
who believes in him receives forgiveness of sinsugh his name.”

While Peter was still speaking these words, the Holsit3@ime on all who heard the
message. The circumcised believers who had come eiithh ®ere astonished that the gift of the
Holy Spirit had been poured out even on the Gentiles.tHey heard them speaking in tongues
and praising God. Then Peter said, “Can anyone keepphepde from being baptized with
water? They have received the Holy Spirit just ahaxee.” So he ordered that they be baptized
in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they asked Pegtayavith them for a few days.



The apostles and the brothers throughout Judea hearti¢iaentiles also had received the
word of God. So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, itienacised believers criticized him and
said, “You went into the house of uncircumcised men amdavidh them.” Peter began and
explained everything to them precisely as it had happened.”

| find this line so classic - “The apostles and broglteroughout Judea heard that the
Gentiles had received the word of God. So when Petat up to Jerusalem, the circumcised
believers criticized him and said, “You went into tlmuse of uncircumcised men and ate with
them.” And to think - this conversation isn't evakihg place in a middle school cafeteria. But
that might be where it started - long before they Jasus, long before their bar mitzvahs even,
Peter and the other circumcised Jews had been taughtcdémutind unclean. Taught at the feet
of the laws of Leviticus and from the lips of their gratis and grandparents - what was in and
what was out. What you could eat; what you couldn’t. W s kosher. Who you could spend
time with, and who you were to avoid like the plagueyesir very association with them
provoke God’s offence and your probation in the covecammunity. And then you would have
to get righteous again, which is no small task.

The lesson was clear. The lines drawn quite distisctlyou might understand the shock
of the apostles as good Jews for Jesus — “You wenthatbduse of uncircumcised men and ate
with them?” And so too might we see that Peter’sreosion - and it was a conversion - was no
small matter when he discerned the truth that God's bpd leveled the playing field when it
came to salvation and righteousness. Much as itadten today, it was the case then that to be
secure with who was ‘in’ it was crucial to identify avlwas surely ‘out,” and so it is little wonder
that Peter’s conversion to the truth that theresighar clean nor unclean didn’t come in a
blinding flash like Paul's encounter, but rather workeaviy slowly into his mind and heart as it
had a lifetime of conditioning to overcome. Until adeey he was able to proclaim for himself and
others, “God has shown me that | should not call amywofane or unclean ... | truly understand
that God shows no patrtiality, but in every nation an@ywho fears him and does what is right is
acceptable to him ... can anyone withhold the wateb#ptizing these people who have received
the Holy Spirit just as we have?”

It came as a surprise to him - which is a little fusaging as God’s promise to extend the
covenant beyond the Jews dated back to Abraham - I'lesasas having a “Peter moment” -
except that all were caught off guard that there wasmgel ‘us’ or ‘them’ - but that there is
only ‘we’ in the kingdom of God.

The routines of their religion had helped them forget plaat. And suddenly the scope of
grace moves beyond the comfortable realm of the uppen semd out into the world where it
cannot be cornered by professions of faith or appr@pdamonstrations of religiosity, defined by
color or creed, or birthright, or education, or bonuscttires, or contribution to the workforce,
or zip code, or knowledge of the old hymns and traditidriieochurch but is on the loose - the
reckless Spirit of God bent on making us all shift & lilthcomfortably in our seats.

Suddenly, for Peter and the apostles, living for Chmishé world got a little more
complex. When the rubber hit the road and the the@blganes of this Gentile mission started
getting some flesh on them it got a little more comgdexall of us. There is no clean or unclean.

No us and them, but only Christ and his love. Asart@or puts it,“This is the moment when



new religions or sects are born - when what hagthihbeen taken for granted as a fundamental
and defining principle is called into question - and the gque# heard as the voice of God.”

The apostles heard that grace had been poured out onandhis household, that their
friend had been a part of a radical new thing - had esqped first-hand the way God would
transform the world one Gentile and Jew alike at a,temd the first thing that came out of their
mouths was- “You ate with who? You met him whereivesdl- are you crazy?” It seems like
such a familiar response, doesn't it? Perhaps monevtb&l care to admit. And yet that is
exactly what God did - met us where we lived. In $mdeath. Moved in next door and set up
shop and befriended us despite what the neighbors wouldaimihkevolutionized the world by
seeing through all the ways we define ourselves andagheh and try and build ourselves up, by
revealing that we are all actually broken down by Hmaesdesperation and are desperate for the
love of Jesus whether we know it or not.

That is what Peter realized. It is what Paul would niagdife’s mission. And this
conversion of Peter’s would suggest that is what we,do®called to do. To take a good hard
look within ourselves - as individuals - as a churchsde what ideas about ‘us’ and ‘them’ and
the kingdom of God have been ingrained upon us since chddbared hold them to the light of
Christ’s love.

Over the course of the past eight chapters, Luke depe&tothversion of an Ethiopian
eunuch, of a vehement persecutor of Christians, andohtivose in Roman law, indeed, even
those within the ranks of our faith who are convetted deeper understanding of what
Christianity is all about. But these stories areemads in and of themselves, no conversion
experience of seeing things more clearly ever is.dathey are beginnings - beginnings that
testify to the work of God constantly in action, icgllus to seek out the barriers that divide us
from ourselves, each other, and from God, identifyimgrtimot for their own sake, but for the
sake of rising above them that we might fully participatéhe continuing power of God to create
the Christian community ex nihilo, fresh in each gatien by the power of the Spirit. The stories
are meant to encourage us that the church, evemmogstrying times, may take heart, knowing
that all is not left up to us nor is the communityaifif our sole creation.

Within my own tradition, “Protestant Reformers wepeconvinced that sin is so deep-
rooted in human thinking and willing, that the gospel islsmanding and different, that only a
lifetime of conversion can change us into the newtevas God has in mind for us ... presumably,
we can never become too old, too adept at living thesiin life to be exempt from the need for
more conversion, additional turning. The Christiaanitf akin to the way in which Luke organizes
the life of (the apostles) - a series of journeysgyriplages, excursions out into some unexplored
territory where all that is known is the faithfulnegsGod.”

Peter’s conversion to the fact that there is ngtlsiean nor unclean, but God has called
all good, that there is no ‘us and them’ is only orengxe. But within our own lives, within our
workplaces and families, within the church even, | wavddjer we could all find countless others
if we only muster the courage to look. It is scary arnidygio be sure, it promises to make
familiar that sensation of shifting uncomfortablyomr seats, but it is good and right. It is what
God challenges his disciples in Acts, challenges higptksctoday to do.



That’'s why Presbyterians call the church Reformedahnedys Reforming. Always being
challenged, always pushing our way out of our comfort zandsupper rooms and into the
world, always being made new according to the Word of ksingj, speaking, moving and
converting us today. Author Joseph Barndt uses a straragdrfor it, ‘rebellion.” As he writes
that what we need is, “theologically-necessitatedliiebegainst all that imprisons us and keeps
us from acting as responsible children of God. We nalstliagainst our fear, rebel against our
neurotic needs to oppress ... We must rebel againkatlholds us powerless to act in love and
justice for our fellowman ...

A call to rebellion may sound a bit frightening, busiprecisely what the gospel of Jesus
Christ has always been. Aodr teacher and example in the art of rebelling is maher than our
Lord himself. His life and ministry, his teaching dmsl command direct us to defy (all that seeks)
to take away our freedom and render us powerless to fimetivesly and justly.” Christ frees us
from the categories, from the labels, be they Reparlor Democrat, rich, poor, black or white
or countless others. Frees us from the assumptioharth@laced upon us or that we place upon
others and tells us that it is better to face opehigtwdivides us then to divide, that it takes
wisdom to enter into the deeply-held convictions okodhand that we are incomplete without
one another as only together do we even begin tatefle fullness of the kingdom of God,
which is far bigger then Peter or Cornelius or the tg®sr any of us would ever have imagined.
Thank God for that. Amen.



