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So Much At Stake

Acts 10:44-48

The Book of Acts is the story of the early church. In the Gospels we hear the story of Jesus, his birth, his life, his death and resurrection. But in the Book of Acts we hear the next chapter. What happened to Christ’s disciples that took them from being a quivering mass of fear, hidden away in an upper room, to the bold and brave leaders of a movement? How did so much change in so short a period of time? 
Honestly, it was nothing short of a miracle. You might even say it was an act of God – the Spirit of God at work in the most unlikely group of people imaginable. 
The early church was different than anything else the world had seen. They did not set out to start a new institution, but it quickly became apparent that they regarded the authority of God more highly than human authority – even religious authority. They did not set out to start a thing called ‘church’, but as they lived out their faith in community, their life together was a witness to those around them, attracting more and more people. They didn’t set out to break down barriers, but as the gospel spread from Jerusalem, it was clear that the old boundaries were no longer binding. 
What was this thing God had unleashed? 

To understand the early church, you have to understand something about Judaism, especially Judaism at the time of Jesus. Because, of course, the early Christians were Jews, followers of Jesus who was their rabbi and teacher. To be Jewish in the Roman Empire was no easy thing. It never is. 

These were God’s chosen people. That wasn’t an arrogant thing to say; it was simply a statement of fact. They worshiped a God unlike any other God; one God, not many; a God who made covenants and demanded loyalty; a God who gave them their identity. They worshiped the God of their ancestors, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God who brought them out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstreached arm, and who brought them into the promised land, a land flowing with milk and honey. 

They kept this identity through centuries, in and out of exile, through famine and adversity, under the yoke of various countries that would rule them. It wasn’t easy, but God had given them gifts to help them: The Torah – the Law God gave them on Sinai; the Sabbath – a day to keep holy, which no one else understood;  circumcision – the mark of the covenant in their own flesh; and food laws – as a sign of their obedience to God.

In a pluralistic world – and the Roman Empire was as cosmopolitan and inviting as anything we know – in a world that enticed with sophistication and worldliness, keeping the commandments was difficult. Keeping their identity required intense commitment. The Jewish people could easily have disappeared from the planet, absorbed into the wider culture the way so many other peoples have been throughout the centuries. They could easily have been assimilated.
In his commentary on the Book of Acts, Will Willimon puts it this way, “A little pork here, a pinch of incense to Caesar there, and it will not be long before the faith community will be politely obliterated.”

This is the background for our story this morning. We come into the story mid-stream to find Peter preaching a sermon. He does that a lot in the Book of Acts – multiple speeches, in different settings, but with the same basic message. What’s important here is the setting for this particular speech. He’s at the home of a man named Cornelius. Cornelius, we’re told is a centurion. A Roman soldier. In other words, a gentile. A non-Jew. 

Peter’s at his home because he’s been invited to come. There were some gentiles who worshiped the God of the Jews, devout followers in fact. Cornelius was one of them – a gentile worshiper of the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. One day Cornelius had a vision – an angel of God told him that Simon Peter was staying in a town nearby, and he should send his men to fetch him. 
In the meantime, Peter also had a dream. It happened while he was praying. He was hungry, and had a vision of a sheet filled with all kinds of animals for food. Only there were animals there that Jews would never eat – pork, and shellfish and things prohibited by Torah. In the vision God invited him to eat, but Peter protested, “Never would I do such a thing!” But the voice in the vision said to him, “What God has made clean, you must not call profane.” 

Well, you can see that this would cause all kinds of problems for Peter. And just as he was stewing over this, some of Cornelius’ men came to the house where he was staying, and asked Peter to come with them. They told him about Cornelius’ vision, which made Peter even more disconcerted. 

So it was that Peter went to Cornelius’ home. And Cornelius – the Roman soldier – and all his family are listening attentively to what Peter has to teach them. 
So Peter begins to preach, saying, “I truly understand that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him. You know the message he sent to the people of Israel, preaching peace by Jesus Christ – he is Lord of all. That message spread…” 
Peter tells about Jesus being baptized by John, and how the Holy Spirit came upon Jesus with power; he tells about Jesus’ preaching and healing; he tells about the crucifixion and resurrection; and he tells about his own call to preach the good news of the Gospel. 
But while Peter is in the middle of his sermon, the Holy Spirit interrupts. It’s just like God to interrupt a perfectly good sermon, don’t you think? The Spirit comes upon everyone who is there listening to Peter. That is to say, on the Gentiles. 
Do you see how wrong this all is? God just changed the rules. All of a sudden, out of nowhere, God just tore down the walls that had kept his people safely separated all these years. For centuries, in fact. 
Do you see how crazy this was? Their identity was at stake.
It’s hard for us to get this. In our culture, in our society, it’s popular to celebrate ‘diversity.’ Being different is cool; we like to think we’re open to everything and everybody. We live in the great melting pot, after all. Being non-judgmental of differences is considered a hallmark of our openness. It’s easy to read the Book of Acts and feel a little sorry for those quaint, unenlightened early Christians who had to learn to be open to others. We, on the other hand, are multicultural and inclusive. We are so much more progressive.

But maybe it’s not really that simple after all. 

Elizabeth Newman, in her book Untamed Hospitality, questions how deeply our openness really runs. She doesn’t accuse us of racism or xenophobia as so many others do; no, she questions the whole point of a generic ‘openness’ to others. That kind of openness only works if our identity isn’t at stake. It works in our culture because our identity is as individuals, not members of a people. It works because the differences are made irrelevant, as if they are merely lifestyle choices, all of which should be respected equally.
 With no identity, nothing matters.
What’s important in this passage isn’t that Peter became less prejudiced. It’s that the Spirit joined these people together. The point isn’t that their differences disappeared and they became one big happy family. It’s that their differences remained, and they sat at table with one another in the name of Jesus Christ. It isn’t that Peter decided to bend the rules and let an outsider in. It’s that God changed the rules and Peter and Cornelius were both able to ‘get it.’ They were able to see each other as God’s own people. 
I don’t know of a perfect human analogy to this in our day and age. We’re so different, it’s hard to imagine this. 

The closest I come on a gut-level is how I felt when I watched the DVD “Playing for Change.” Some of you might have seen it on You-tube. 
“Playing for Change” is the project of a guy named Mark Johnson. It started when he heard a man named Roger Ridley playing his guitar and singing on the street. He was playing the song “Stand By Me.” Mark had this wild idea, to ask Ridley if he could record him, and then add other musicians to it. 
So here’s what he did. He recorded Ridley on the street… and then went somewhere else to another street musician, and put headsets on them so they could hear what was already cut, and then they added their track. So Mark added layer on layer on layer of musicians, people from all over the world. He didn’t get a bunch of guys in a studio with their instruments. He recorded them where they were.
In an interview Mark Johnson where he tells about visiting Capetown, South Africa. He found a bassist named Pokei Klaas who lived in a place called Gugletu township. On the way there they passed thousands of shacks; the place he lived, their shanty-town, was full of poverty, beset by HIV/AIDS, and full of sorrow. 

This is the way Mark tells it:
So we decided, okay, we'll put on a little concert in the backyard because the people here need something to celebrate. 
And I have never in my life seen something more beautiful when the people came out of their little homes and just started dancing and celebrating this music. And it was almost a form of an exorcism where all the sorrow was gone and they were now filled with all this joy and connection to us and to each other. And so we asked Pokei, as we had all the musicians along the way, you know, "Well, what can we do to give back to your community? 
I mean, they let us in their homes. They fed us. They give us their music. They told us their stories in the world. And Pokei said, you know, "The kids here, they really need a music school. They need some hope. They need something that can give them some inspiration." And so just this - a couple months ago we went down there with some shovels and we built the first Playing for Change music school in that exact spot. In the backyard. 

You see, that’s what I think of when I think about the early church, and how it all got started. Peter and Cornelius, they never should have been together. Mark Johnson and Pokeii Klass, they never should have shared their music. 

Cornelius never should have had Peter in his home, or fed him. But the Holy Spirit had other ideas. 
See, God is so much bigger than we think. It doesn’t have anything to do with pretending we’re all the same. It has to do with paying attention to God when God says something to you; with honoring the Spirit when it moves in you; with listening and loving with all your heart and mind and strength. 

When Peter saw that the Spirit had come upon them, upon all these gentiles who had never been God’s people, he asked the most basic of questions: “What is to prevent these people from being baptized?” 

And the answer is, of course, nothing. 

But once they were baptized, it would never be the same. Nothing would ever be the same. Because they would be one people, not two. One body, the body of Christ. One faith, one Lord, one Baptism, one God and Father of us all. 

That is the Spirit at work. 

Thanks be to God.
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