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Our New Testament lesson for the morning comes toous the book of the Acts of the
Apostles, Chapter 11:1-18. It is the story of Peteriswisom God and the conversion of the
Gentile Cornelius’s house. This passage is actuadlyedling of a rather remarkable experience
that had unfolded for Peter in the chapter before. Otlnoa Luke is a good teacher - he knows
that repetition is key to memorization and actuallig tiiis story three times in thel@nd 11’
chapters of Acts. First, he tells us about Peteigdeshto Cornelius, eating in his home with his
family, and sharing the Gospel with them. Then heFwsr preach about it, and now in our text
for today our author again has Peter retelling the starg sort of like a Biblical version of
TiVo - Luke doesn’t want us to miss a thing. One wouidkthe’s trying to tell us something.
We begin our passage after the action - after newstef’B involvement with the conversion of
the first Gentile household had spread like wildfire andegoback to the officials in the temple in
Jerusalem.

“Now the apostles and the believers who were in Judasadtthat the Gentiles had also
accepted the word of God. So when Peter went up to lanjthe circumcised believers
criticized him, saying, “Why did you go to un-circumcisedhmagd eat with them?” Then Peter
began to explain it to them, step by step, saying, 4 wahe city of Joppa praying, and in a
trance | saw a vision. There was something likegelaheet coming down from heaven, being
lowered by its four corners; and it came close to A&l looked at it closely | saw four-footed
animals, beasts of prey, reptiles, and birds of thelaiso heard a voice saying to me, ‘Get up,
Peter; kill and eat.” But | replied, ‘By no means, Ldat; nothing profane or unclean has ever
entered my mouth.” But a second time the voice ansifeoen heaven, ‘What God has made
clean, you must not call profane.” This happened thmeest then everything was pulled up again
to heaven. At that very moment three men, semi@édrom Caesarea, arrived at the house where
we were. The Spirit told me to go with them and naneke a distinction between them and us.
These six brothers also accompanied me, and we érterenan’s house. He told us how he
had seen the angel standing in his house and saying, t&dog@pa and bring Simon, who is
called Peter; he will give you a message by which yaluyanr entire household will be saved.’
And as | began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell upon themgast had upon us at the beginning.
And | remembered the word of the Lord, how he had sdwdht baptized with water, but you will
be baptized with the Holy Spirit.” If then God gaverthine same gift that he gave us when we
believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was | thatulecbinder God?” When they heard this,
they were silenced. And they praised God, saying, ‘@t has given even to the Gentiles the
repentance that leads to life.”

“So, how many souls have you have saved?” | sat atinessafeteria table trying to figure
out what about my new acquaintance’s experience of rde imer think that | would be inclined
to participate in a conversation that started like thigm, I'm Presbyterian,” was all | could
manage by way of response. “I've saved 73 souls,” sheedhn, “but I'm really just getting
started.” | seemed to have slipped into an alternaterse and my Reformed sensibilities were
beginning to spin in my head. Suddenly giving hospital ttuchaplaincy internship candidates
didn't feel like such a great idea. | tried to regroup \aitfiscussion of mystery and
predestination - grace that goes before all things andetigf that only God saved souls, not
people. | may have mentioned Calvin. She was quiet fnooment and looked very thoughtful,
“So you really don't know how many souls you've saved¥0,” | said. “l guess not.” And was
struck by the variety of belief systems between wcheepresenting two very diverse traditions



within Christianity, each with a different take onawvas ‘in" and who was ‘out’ in the kingdom
of God, each equally convicted about the means by whighmeasure success in the ministry.

Good news travels fast, and news of Peter’s encowitfethe Gentiles had beaten him to
Jerusalem. The elders in the temple there had theirctear ideas about who was ‘in” and who
was ‘out’ in the kingdom of God, and in their minds thentdes certainly would have been
among the latter. Cornelius was not only a Gentdewhs a Captain in the Roman military - a
commander in the occupying army of the dominant and opyeesding culture. In their minds
his household represented the religion of Caesar, whasmo religion at all. One of the few
things that the Jews had over the Romans was thanation that theirs was the one true
religion of God - they were his people. So when thetSgiGod descended upon them at
Pentecost in chapter two of the book of Acts, andyte news of Jesus began to spread among
them, and the apostles had taken up their commission ¢éatgoto the world and make disciples
of all nations, it would stand to reason that Petawimmunity of faith had had their own ideas
about how and to whom the church was to extend. Aftelesus was king of the Jews.

Peter may have had his own ideas about the growtleaftinch himself. It seems that to
him the state of the Hebrew union was pretty cleatpsspeak. Laws regarding purity and
impurity, and preserving your ritual purity as the chosemleeof God had been in place for
centuries and he was a good practicing Jew. It's notldvas didn’t have relationships with
Gentiles - they just couldn’t touch them, take food ftbiem, eat with them, go into their homes,
borrow their jackets, or marry them. Which makesdencil's question to Peter in Jerusalem
regarding his dinner companions all the more poignanty“@hyou go to uncircumcised men
and eat with them?” What were you thinking, Peter, toyputself at risk and us as well and
besides, this is our Good News, not theirs, remember?

That certainty about the way grace is supposed to work@ndsod is supposed to
operate is a pretty powerful thing, isn't it? So pemasind powerful that Peter received a vision
from God that the ancient designations of ‘clean’ amtlean’ were now obsolete and it still
took the Word of God three passes to convince hintithas were changing. That he had to
accept the fact that the convictions that he hadfbelslo long about the law and life of faith
were subject to a new order, and the designations aboplepend things that he had once lived
by were now meaningless. I've heard it said thatstmypiwould be a lot easier if God would just
get out of the way, and | wonder if Peter would havetlfegtsame. For God would show him
that his aptitude as a disciple would be measured not lapliity to follow the law, but by his
ability just to show up and be open to the movemerti@Bpirit.

That certainty about the way grace is supposed to work@ndsod is supposed to
operate is so powerful that the leaders of the temple slecked into silence when Peter
recounted the story of how he too had resisted Godanwieg a new reality. Of how he had no
choice but surrender to an obscure request of the willbaf to go to the home of this Gentile
captain and eat with his family without fearing or judgingm, and without fear of bringing
judgment upon himself. And at that point when, much tetniprise the Holy Spirit broke forth
on that family, and the memory of the most ecst@dig of his life at Pentecost came flooding
back, filling him with familiarity, what else was be do then but baptize them? “And as | began
to speak,” he said, “the Holy Spirit fell upon them jastt had upon us at the beginning. And |



remembered the word of the Lord, how he had said, ‘Baptized with water, but you will be
baptized with the Holy Spirit.” If then God gave thdra same gift that he gave us when we
believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was | thatul&chinder God?”

Do you feel how real that struggle is? That struggletgd of that certainty about the
way grace is supposed to work? About how God is supposedrat&@perl his may have
happened some 2,000 years ago but it is not so far otehstoe us to see that this tension
between a dynamic God and our own yearning to presedvdii@tt the norms of our faith and
church culture, let alone our lives is as alive and agltver. ‘It didn't make any sense according
to my law or my traditions or even my sensibilitiézter said, ‘but God was opening up a whole
new world and telling me that it was my own - what wes do?’ And just the few pregnant
seconds of silence spoke volumes about the church’satat that a bold (and perhaps
frightening) new chapter had just opened in the saga dfébele of God. “When they heard
this, they were silenced. And (then) they praised Gaying, “then God has given even to the
Gentiles the repentance that leads to life.” Who wbakk seen that coming? Theologian Will
Willimon writes that, “Faith, when it comes down to it, is our often bréedh attempt to keep up
with the redemptive activity of God, to keep asking ouesWhat is God doing, where on
earth is God going now?”

In a culture that values self-determinism above mbsisd, we can become pretty certain
about the way our own lives are supposed to play themsselite can’'t we? We define the
vision, and we direct the steps. I'm sure we’d alltbay God is ultimately in control, but don’t
we do just about everything we can to failsafe ourjtegiein case he isn't? It all happens
innocently enough and in the name of prior proper plartoirge sure, but it is both humbling and
staggering to see how quickly and anonymously we becomplessof our own will rather than
God'’s, resting in the confidence of our own convictimssead of recalling that ours is a religion
built on surrender. As a community of faith we are/sioerable to the tendency to believe that
the success or failure of the church is in direct datios to the number of programs we offer, or
the amount of influence we can have over things #eallyrmatter and all for the kingdom, of
course. At work we can see clearly where we need to be considered at the top of our game
or the most respected in our field and our minds becowe tipon that always better way. Our
personal value becomes equated with hours put in or dedangd or the vastness of our social
network and so our success or failure is so very easgadk. We see clearly the kind of graduate
student we want our child to grow up to be and so to lgeetitze likelihood of that outcome we
spend hours in the store deliberating over what kind dilento hang over their crib because we
know where we want them to ultimately be and whailittake to get them there.

You can see how easy it is to become so entrenchad iown vision for our church or
community, our lives, and our families that we forgett this not actually about us. We become

! william Willimon, Acts, Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and
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so adamant about our abilities to direct our own stépsve run the risk of missing the fact that
the Lord may have in mind a different path altogethérat he just may have a redemptive
purpose in store that is different from our own and wWewill never see unless we pull back the
layers of our own expectations, set aside our need grgroad infinitum, and just listen. In our
‘Achievement starts with A+’ culture that thrives kimowing all the answers, we so rarely stop to
evaluate the questions in light of our faith, perhapsusecae are terrified of what we might

find. Perhaps because we are terrified of what it séaat, in the eyes of God, we are measured
by how we surrender rather than what we take on. mimastry is about faithfulness and not
success.

I've shared with a few of you at Wednesday Worship greeence that my husband and |
had three years ago while traveling through Rhode Islaralanld winter morning during a time
of great uncertainty in our lives. There were questsumsounding the security of his job and |
was struggling far too much to discern where the neptateny vocation was to lead me. We
were confused and anxious, and were returning home &iirgra city that we were absolutely
certain we were to move to with opportunities we knewul be perfect for us, but that simply
did not feel right once we visited. Another ‘no’ frddod. In our disheartened state we decided
to take a detour to a small island town to take in ety of the New England coastline in
hopes of lifting our spirits. Just one bridge to crosse that promised to be a scenic journey in
itself, providing a bird’s eye view of several coastans and a vast waterway filled with ships.
You can imagine what we were envisioning as we folbgigns to this bridge - dark waves
crashing into craggy rocks, quaint New England homes ddttenghoreline while ships cast out
their nets into the waters, and all under the watayelof a towering lighthouse. But these fairy
tale visions were dashed when we mounted the masgigeland found ourselves immediately
encased in a fog so dense, we could not see the thick sngprables of the bridge in front of us
for more than five or eight feet at a time. Our hdpescenic enlightenment quickly evolved
into a quest for survival as we slowly drove on, combathe eerie feeling that was closing in
fast upon us as we could see nothing beyond the side bfitlge, nothing of what lay far below,
nothing of the ground we had covered or of the road apesicgne small portion of the bridge at
a time. With a nervous laugh my husband commented,jdistngoing to have to trust that this
bridge is intact on the other end.”

And that is when we fully understood what was really hajpgeon that bridge. For on
that bridge and in more ways than one we wanted notharg than to see the bounty below that
we knew was out there. We wanted nothing more thatetdify clearly the path on which we
were traveling so that we could see perfectly the futefere us,, the condition of the road
ahead, to set our sights on the security waiting fomute other side, and to control the speed
with which we got there. But instead, were relegatdabjme. Resigned to the fact that God
alone was the guardian of the way before us and thaislgrace alone, rather than anything we
could do for ourselves, that bridge would be intact orother side. We were forced to cast off
all that we thought we knew about what we thought we nked®ut how this thing called life
was going to play itself out, and surrender to the tredgt@od would provide for us in ways
beyond that which we could have ever even imaginedutsetves.

For Peter and the early Jewish believers who weaggeld with building up a young new
religion that was somehow supposed to save the woddime as quite a shock that their success



had nothing to do with their ability to see clearlg ffath that lay before them, but everything to
do with their openness to the new direction God watirlgahem. Their ministry was not

defined by their ability to call the shots or dirdeeit steps, but by their wilingness to loosen their
grasp on the truth, release their certainty about the®od was going to work, and see how the
radical, powerful, and infinitely more perceptive Holyr@pvas going to lead them to an even
greater purpose than they could have ever asked or imaghedf passion for their tradition
and love for the faith, Peter and the believers ratsd¢em would never have seen fit for the
unholy Gentiles to receive their Holy Spirit, for sughners to join their ranks of the faith. But

by their wisdom they surrendered to the fact that ¢emda of God was not in their hands, and
by this act of surrender brought the gospel to the likgswand I.

For all of our strategic planning and meticulous preparstiothe Christian life, for all
our concern over the numbers of souls saved or dodanee in the building campaign, for all the
ways we attempt to program success in our communitieghouch, our lives, none compare to
the power of surrender. None compare to the power o$lwsving up with arms outstretched
and eyes wide open, ready and willing to receive the Wainded on the winds of the Spirit, to
catch the vision of the new thing that God is doingierworld and for you and | in Jesus Christ.

Oh, it turns out that the bridge that had laid itselfioiguch short segments before us
really was intact on the other side. It finally gavay to the land but not before the fog lifted for
one brief moment and we glimpsed a scenic waterwaydpngabefore us in all its coastal glory.

My husband and | decided then to let go of our confidentigei vision we had so carefully
constructed for ourselves and sat quietly to instead disherLord’s. And wouldn’t you know
God had a different vision altogether? One we would nev@million years have defined for
ourselves and yet would transform our work and our relstiipe and our lives forever - one that
would land us right here in Charlotte, North Carolirnfealbplaces.

By the gospel of our Lord we know that when we resporfaitin to what seems like the
absurd, when we surrender our way to the one who cdugeto the grave and beyond, we can
do so in true confidence despite all we are asked to sierand fear for all that lay ahead. For
in all things the Lord is your keeper, he will keep yowrlsd he Lord will guard your going out
and your coming in from this time forth and foreveset us pray.

Mighty and merciful God, we thank you that in your wisdaom girect our steps, and so
we pray that you would also conform us to your will. Hedpto live a life of surrender to the
ways you are ever empowering us to bring the gospel o$ J&srist to a world hungry for some
good news. Help us live in anticipation of the wayswiliforever be surprised by the depth and
breadth of your grace. Help us to recall that thererangy paths through this world but only one
true way, and that you are truly the guardian, keeper, artidver all. We thank you for your
steadfast faithfulness and love as shown to us by yor &ir Lord and our Savior Jesus Christ,
in whom we believe and by whose name we pray. Amen.



