
When I was in grade school my very best friend was Peter Cunningham.  Peter’s house was just at the other end of my court, but his backyard backed right up against our favorite mountain.  We’d play out there for hours whenever we got together.  Granted, it’s not the kind of mountain you’re probably thinking – I need not remind you how spoiled you are if you live around here – but for a pair of 8-year-olds this hill was tailor made for exploring.  We’d go scrambling up it and sliding back down, digging through the dirt, searching for shiny rocks or lizards, building forts, playing hide and seek, and generally enjoying our vast wilderness until it was time to come in.  And of course when we finally did we were invariably covered in about half of the hillside – mud, weeds, underbrush, and probably a few fresh cuts and scrapes too.  So whenever we skidded to a halt down at his back door, Peter’s mom always had to stop us and spend about a half hour cleaning us up before we could come into the house.  It’s a lesson you only have to learn once if you ever tracked a mess like that onto a clean white carpet – especially one that isn’t even yours – from then on you will WAIT until mom says you are clean enough to come in.  If you aren’t clean, you stay outside!

Well there’s a pretty similar idea running through our Acts text this morning, as the early church struggles with how to handle Gentile converts – people who want to follow Jesus but do not live according to Jewish purity codes.  The household of righteous God-fearer Cornelius wants to join the Church, receives the Holy Spirit and the apostle Peter and other witnesses can attest to this, but it’s still complicated.  A certain group of Jewish Christians insists that they aren’t spiritually clean as long as they remain Gentiles, essentially holding them at the door of the faith saying “Whoa! Don’t track that mud in here!”  They are taking the role of a mother protecting the inside of the house from contamination from the outside.  Now, from where we sit as comfortable mainline Christians in a predominantly Christian culture, we might be tempted to dismiss these “circumcised believers” as overzealous, impractical hard-liners.  What’s a little dirt on the back porch of this sprawling mansion we’ve inherited?  Seems silly to bar the entry on those grounds.  But it’s easier to be sympathetic to their concerns when we consider Christianity in the middle of the first century as a protest movement within an already persecuted minority faith.  Jewish Christians had so little on which to rest their identity, so small a sphere they could actually control.  To abandon sacred religious rites to accommodate a much larger group of outsiders must have felt something like turning over the keys to the kingdom.


Again, the real challenge Cornelius’ conversion presents to the Jewish Christian is probably difficult for us to grasp.  Most if not all of us here are Gentiles, in that we have never subscribed to the laundry list of purity codes found in Leviticus – and we have never considered doing so to be a necessary part of our faith.  No one ever told us that to follow Jesus we’d have to sit down and wash off the mud first.  At this point, a lot of it doesn’t even look like mud to us.  Dietary restrictions, ritual sacrifices, and numerous other ethical guidelines that mostly strike us as rather arbitrary.  But before this moment in Acts, these were the concerns that threatened to disqualify the majority of the world from church membership.  Cornelius, for all of his pious prayer, alms-giving, and devotion to God, does not fit the model for a Christian convert.  The Jerusalem church has a confirmation curriculum all plotted out, a prescribed track for all the steps to get from unclean to clean, and Cornelius hasn’t shown up to a single class.  He wasn’t ready for conversion in their minds.


But then an entirely different kind of conversion takes place.  When God, in front of Peter and six other Christian witnesses, blesses Cornelius and the Gentiles gathered at his house with the Holy Spirit, the lightbulbs start going off.  Coupled with his visions and conversation with Cornelius, this amazing event in Caesarea becomes a moment of epiphany for Peter.  Peter returns to Jerusalem, tells the believers there how God’s Spirit fell on these Gentiles, the same as it had on them at Pentecost, and how he had no choice but to baptize with water those who had already been baptized in the Spirit.  The circumcised believers try to put him on the spot to defend his own actions, but Peter ultimately takes no credit – what happened there was God’s doing and who could ever stand in God’s way?  So the conversion is tentatively accepted on the grounds that it was God and not Peter behind the wheel.


Peter discovered that God shows no partiality, God does not play favorites.  Or to use language that maybe makes it more obvious in our modern context – God is non-partisan.  So many different groups within our church today try to make an exclusive claim to God, and I think if we are fully honest with ourselves we will all have to admit we’ve done this.  Regardless of how much we say we value tolerance and inclusivity, when push comes to shove there’s always someone who strains the boundaries of our acceptance.  Maybe it’s people of a particular social class or ethnic background, maybe it’s those with a prominent moral failing in their past, maybe the gay Christian community, maybe it’s the Pat Robertson type preachers, maybe it’s the red states or the blue states, maybe it’s the Christians of a certain denomination, or even the ones within our own denomination who are just on the wrong side of the issues that are dear to us.  However you define the Church, there is someone who seeks a relationship with Christ but doesn’t want to or know how to do it on your terms.  An outsider.  A Gentile.  And the critical message in this Acts text is the reminder that God, defying all our expectations, just might claim that person as a child.  However much we think we know, we simply do not own God, we simply do not have the right to say that these people or groups are beyond the limits of God’s family, that God cannot choose to call them and love them and share with them all the same gifts we have received.  And yet we constantly get ourselves into trouble by believing otherwise.


You know, one of the most valuable lessons I learned from a previous pastor in this regard was to include the people I would call “enemies” in my prayers.  As she said, “it’s hard to hate the people you’re praying for.”  And she was completely right.  Praying specifically for the people I don’t particularly like keeps me from turning them into monsters with no redeeming virtue.  It keeps me from believing that I am lovable and they are not, when the truth is that God loves us both in spite of ourselves.  There is plenty I have left to learn about following Christ, but I can tell you that a healthy dose of humility never hurts anyone.  Wherever you find yourself, however you choose to define your beliefs, the bottom line is that God’s plans will always be bigger than your own.  That God’s mission is always farther-reaching than yours.  Is there anyone, ANYONE, wanting to come into the house who you would hesitate to admit into your fellowship?  Whatever justification you could give, it seems to lose all meaning when God answers “But I’ve already accepted this one.”  So let this be an opportunity to reflect on the way you relate to those you disagree with, to those who get under your skin, whose behavior you find objectionable, or whose values seem entirely out of whack.  These are your “impure” ones, your Gentiles.  How would it change your attitude toward them to hear God had already made them clean?


The answer, I hope, is that it will lead to a new sort of conversion – not one that we try to effect in others, but one that we perpetually encourage within ourselves.  Consider this question several commentators have raised: When was Peter converted?  Was it at the moment when Jesus called and he put down his nets and followed?  Was it when he made his confession that Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah?  Was it on the beach after the resurrection, when Jesus “reinstated” him as it were, when he had the chance to make up for his betrayal at the cross?  What about when his preaching and mission work began in earnest?  We could go on and on.  But as we keep suggesting alternative possibilities we really just keep making the case that Peter’s conversion is ongoing.  Peter has not been converted so much as the Spirit is always converting him.  His encounter with Cornelius is yet another moment in a long pattern where his eyes open to the meaning and Peter says “Aha!  I get it now!  I understand that my perspective has been too small and God’s is much greater.”  Peter is converted yet again, and he demonstrates that what God is doing is well beyond any of us to deny.


Friends, it needs to be the same for us now.  As members of a church and a Christian family that has accepted us where we are, Gentiles in both the literal and figurative sense, we have to engage in the same constant conversion as Peter.  We have to be continually reshaped in God’s image; because we so easily grow comfortable with where we are, and think that our conversion is all finished.  When we get to that point, we are easily tempted to pass off this work of conversion to others – to assume “Well I have arrived at my destination, now it’s your turn.  I can see your sin plainly from over here, so you’d better get to work cleaning it up if you want to come into my house.”  And our mistake is not only thinking we are in any better condition than anyone else, but even in trying to claim the authority to make distinctions.


“What God has made clean, you must not call unclean.”  And we could add “whatever is clean is therefore welcome in the House of the Lord.”  We clearly can’t say that God has no interest in holiness or cleanliness, simply doesn’t care what kind of mess we track onto that pristine carpet.  But perhaps it would help to think of God as the one who meets everyone at the back door and patiently washes all the mud and leaves off – off of the ones who are like us, and the ones so very different that at times we don’t even see the resemblance.  Wherever we’ve been, whatever mess we’ve rolled around in, God can get all of the dirt out.  So now if God has made anyone clean, then who am I to tell them to wait outside?
