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Acts 11:1-18

Now the apostles and the believers!2l who were in Judea heard that the Gentiles had also accepted the word of God. ?So
when Peter went up to Jerusalem, the circumcised believers!®! criticized him, *saying, “Why did you go to uncircumcised
men and eat with them?” * Then Peter began to explain it to them, step by step, saying, > “I was in the city of Joppa
praying, and in a trance [ saw a vision. There was something like a large sheet coming down from heaven, being lowered
by its four corners; and it came close to me. ® As I looked at it closely I saw four-footed animals, beasts of prey, reptiles,
and birds of the air. "I also heard a voice saying to me, ‘Get up, Peter; kill and eat.” 8But I replied, ‘By no means, Lord; for
nothing profane or unclean has ever entered my mouth.” °But a second time the voice answered from heaven, ‘What God
has made clean, you must not call profane.” ° This happened three times; then everything was pulled up again to heaven.
At that very moment three men, sent to me from Caesarea, arrived at the house where we were. > The Spirit told me to
go with them and not to make a distinction between them and us.<! These six brothers also accompanied me, and we
entered the man’s house. * He told us how he had seen the angel standing in his house and saying, ‘Send to Joppa and
bring Simon, who is called Peter; '* he will give you a message by which you and your entire household will be saved.’

15 And as I began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell upon them just as it had upon us at the beginning. '® And I remembered the
word of the Lord, how he had said, John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.” ' If then
God gave them the same gift that he gave us when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could hinder
God?” ¥ When they heard this, they were silenced. And they praised God, saying, “Then God has given even to the
Gentiles the repentance that leads to life.”

Last year during Lent, each week we sought to embark on a pilgrimage of faith in this city whether it was
through the musical roots of Congo Square or the peaceful meditation of the Labyrinth in Audubon Park or the Good
Friday church pilgrimage before our Good Friday service at noon. One of our pilgrimages began at the historical marker
and site of Press Street Rail Yards, where in 1896 Homer Plessy, a man who was one-eighth African American, boarded a
white railway car and was arrested for violating the Jim Crow mandating separate railway cars for black and white
passengers. Like a significant portion of the city, Homer Plessy had a mixed race heritage and was recruited by the rail
company who were not necessarily racial justice warriors, but who thought having to double the number of cars and
employees to serve those cars would be bad for business. Plessy v. Ferguson would become the Supreme Court case that
would give a legal basis for ‘separate but equal’ forms of segregation making the case that racial segregation was
permissible as long as equal facilities were equal in quality. Plessy v. Fergusson would become the law of the land until it
was overturned by Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka nearly 60 years later, declaring that there was no legal basis for
racial segregation.

Fast forward 100 years later to 1986 in South Africa in the midst of confronting its own system of apartheid and
the confession that arose out of the Dutch Reformed Church in South Africa which named apartheid practices as a

contradiction to the gospel of Jesus Christ and rejected any ‘doctrine which sanctions in the name of the gospel or the

will of God the forced separation of people on the grounds of race and color.’ This confession appealed not to the legal
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basis but to the Christian faith of those who held power, calling upon them to examine whether the Christianity they
practiced was compatible and reconciled with a system of racial separation. Still in other parts of the world, places like
Bangladesh and India, Christian communities have formed often among people in lower groups of the caste systems or
tribal communities not seen as people of full worth by the establishment.

The summer before I left home for college, I had the opportunity to visit some family friends before heading off to
what was next. These were the surrogate family you get through baptism and were people who took me in as one of their
own through the life of the church. The husband had served in World War Il in the Pacific Theatre on a plane supply
route over the Burma hump bringing supplies over the treacherous Himalayas. He had earned the GI Bill but was eager to
get started in work and business upon returning from the war that he never took the government up on the GI Bill and
was able to make a living without going beyond his high school education. I remember as I was saying goodbye, he asked
if T thought he could get into my college, and I remember the awkwardnesses of that moment, not because I thought he
was trying to take me down a few pegs, but maybe to remind me that credentials alone don’t make a life or create
different categories of human being any more than racial categories or other harmful ways we can differentiate or separate
ourselves from one other. It was a gentle reminder not to forget that.

In the glory days of the early church when everyone was on the same page and session meetings were never
controversial, in the glory days with Peter at the helm, there were no such struggles, no such caste systems, there were no
different categories of who the real Christians were and what it took to be identified as one. After all, Peter knew better
than most what it means to follow Jesus, what it means to abandon Jesus, and what it means for Jesus to never abandon
us even when we deserve it. If anyone could be called a specialist in church management, if anyone could be called an
ecclesiastical expert, it would have to be Peter, right? He’s the first in a long line of church managers. He had been there
with Jesus at the beginning, he was there at Easter, he was there in the locked room, he was there when Jesus appeared at
the Sea of Galilee, if anyone would know how to define what the church is, who is eligible, and how to determine what
kind of people qualify to be in the church, it would be Peter. But here in Acts, Peter seems as surprised and baffled and
taken aback as the rest of the circumcision faction who think they know and are in charge of the criteria, guidelines,
personal characteristics, and qualifications for inclusion in the Christian community.

Peter should understand. Church should be made up of people who followed the law, morally upright who knew
the rituals, who dressed accordingly, law-abiding people who happened to believe Jesus was the Messiah. How on earth

could God determine that the Christian community could be for anyone else? How on earth could God determine that



Christian community could also include those Peter always assumed to be unclean and impure? How on earth could God
determine that the ‘thems, were who better assumed were profane were also clean?

Sometimes the church is the last to know and the last to learn that no one is beyond the lordship of Jesus Christ
and no one is excluded from God’s steadfast love. From Peter on down to us, we often have to learn again that the table
Christ sets includes us and our cultural opposites. Perhaps making matters worse, Peter learns that God seems to have no
prerequisites or qualifications, and that from the very beginning the church is not made up of those ‘whose behavior
qualified them for admission.” ‘What God has called clean, you must not call profane;” that is kind of step one, but then it
goes even further when the Spirit says to Peter to make no ‘distinction between them and us (Acts 11:12).” Them and us?
Us and them? That’s how we create drama in our world in our lives in our religious commitments. We are Christian and
you are not. We've got the true faith and you do not. We've got the right beliefs and you do not. Or we are the real
Christians based on righteous our actions Or we have the right political commitments and therefore you and yours are
profane. How are we ever supposed to stop making a distinction between us and them? That’s what makes the world go
round isn’t it? That's what elevates us and gives us a leg up on others? That’s what gives us status or respect in this world.

But Acts shows us the resurrection of Jesus Christ and the community who are the fall-out from that resurrection
will spend their rest of their lives continuing to be shocked by the people God is willing to make room for in the life
together of the Christian community. What Peter and the rest of us just assume to be messed up, unclean, and defiled,
God is willing to call whole, clean, and mended. In the earthy words of the Mississippi Baptist Will Campbell: ‘If T am
reconciled (and included in the Christian community) then there is no such thing as black, redneck, Polack, Spic, Mick,
Mackerelsnapper, Kluxer, etc. etc, If I am reconciled to someone then I can be sure that the Lord ain’t going to lynch him,
[ don’t care if he lives next door to me, goes to Mass in Jesuit Bend, goes to school with my children, marries my
daughters.”? Or to quote Peter: ‘the Spirit told me to go with them and not to make a distinction between them and us.’

Theologian Darrell Guder conveys the story early on in his pastorate in which he taught a fairly benign Sunday
School lesson entitled “What the church is not for.” What could go wrong? But after the class, he was confronted by an
angry member. ‘He could barely speak, he was so beside himself’ because the whole of the lesson stressed that the church
was called and set apart by God for its witness to Jesus Christ and Guder dared to argue that it ‘meant that it was not the
primary task of the church to serve other purposes and organizational goals than those of Christ and his kingdom.” In the

class, the young minister laid out some examples of what the church could not be for: the church could not serve a
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particular party’s political agenda, the church could not assert the superiority of a particular country or culture or social
order, the church could not preserve a particular kind of architecture or even specific musical and liturgical tradition. But
he didn’t think that any of that was what caused the backlash. He also stated that Christianity was not the same thing as
American nationalism and should not be equated with the anti-communism movement, and that was what touched a
nerve. For his outraged critic, ‘there was only one thing the church was for: to fight communism.” How could ‘loving one’s
enemies’ or the sheer wideness of those God was willing to include in the life of the church have anything to do with the
gospel if the gospel was primarily about defining a ‘cultural territory that we had to defend’ at all costs.?®

Peter was with Jesus from the beginning of his ministry. Peter was forgiven by Jesus in his darkest hour. Peter
was visited by Jesus in multiple Easter appearances. And yet Peter learns again and afresh that to do anything other than
welcome and see these Gentile followers as full and equal members of the Christian community is to hinder God (Acts
11:17). In spite of his place in the pecking order and in the pantheon of Jesus’ disciples, Peter has to learn right in the
middle of the church, that ‘where others draw lines and assign people to camps,’ the Christian community has always
included those ‘who are completely different from us’ and ‘those [who] disagree profoundly with us’# In the community
Jesus is forming, he does not choose ‘us’ without ‘them.” And just like Peter, God is constantly at work among us in our
midst challenging us to become a community, not a religious ‘club where people with common hobbies meet,’ or even a
‘voluntary association where members guard and tend to their shared interests,” or a ‘helping organization,” that focuses
on a particular social problem or issue,” but the community of Jesus Christ that transcends, subverts, and redefines all
social, cultural, ethnic, and national categories.

Maybe it would be better if God would just let the church stay static and fixed, let us sift ourselves and not resist
organizing our community based on the right demographics or credentials or social class or right politics or our reactions
to cultural movements. A static church with stable qualifications is what Peter thought he had finally figured out.

But God believes he can change the world by making room in the church for all the wrong people. People like
you. People like me. People who disagree, people who are difficult, people who look different. People we assumed were
profane, but who Jesus Christ has called clean. Peter doesn’t just have to learn this lesson once or even three times, but
over and over again, even seventy-times seven times. Not as a self-improvement project or to make him a better person or
as kind of a scarlet letter; Peter has to learn this so that the community to which he belongs, reflects the beloved
community to which he has called. ‘What God has called clean, you must not call profane.” And not just Peter, us too.

Again and again and again, until Christ’s kingdom comes.
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