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Our scripture lesson this morning comes to us from Luke’s account of an experience in the early 

church in the Acts of the Apostles. It is the story of Peter’s encounter with faithful colleagues 

back in Jerusalem after he spent some time among the family of a Roman centurion up north in 

Caesarea. Listen for how Peter and his colleagues are challenged to understand God’s work in 

the world and even among them in Jesus Christ. Hear these words from Acts 11:1-18: 

 

Now the apostles and the believers 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 I 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.’ But 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.’ 
 

“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 
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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.” (NRSV) 

 

* * * *  * 

 

In one of my favorite comic strips, Kudzu, the Rev. Will B. Dunn, the local preacher, is skipping 

through the sanctuary on his way to the pulpit one Sunday to deliver his sermon as he sings, 

“Zippety doo dah…” Stepping into the pulpit with confidence, he thinks to himself, “I always 

skip to the pulpit!” It’s clear that he’s excited about the word that God has shared with him on 

this Sunday. Placing his hands firmly on the sides of the pulpit, he loudly proclaims, “Brothers 

and sisters, last night I had a dream—a vision, if you will—of a time when the bear is made 

gentle and the wolf is made tame!” 

 

Without any hesitation, several in his congregation begin to call back affirmations to him like, 

“Amen!” and “Tell it, preacher!” 

 

The Rev. Dunn continues, “…And the lion lies down with the lamb! And the beasts of the wild 

are led by a child!” Again the congregation rings out with several folks shouting, “Amen!” 

 

“…And nations rise up and beat their swords into plowshares!” Even with some rearrangement 

of the original text, the congregation continues to affirm him, saying, “Amen!” 

 

Before you know it, the Rev. Dunn is getting to the key point in his sermon as he boldly 

proclaims, “…And Howard Dean gets along with Bill Frist and Al Franken with Bill O’Reilly!”  

At which point the congregation responds in several voices, “Yeah, right!” 

 

In the last frame, a shrunken back Rev. Dunn says, “So maybe it was just the pizza with 

pineapple and jalapeño!”1 It just might be that dreams or visions are not all they are cracked up 

to be; at least not for those who feel called to deliver them to the people of God. 

 

Our scripture lesson this morning is filled with dreams and visions. Just before our lesson this 

morning in Acts, Peter has returned to Jerusalem from a trip along the coast to the north and west 

of Jerusalem. The story starts as he was in Joppa, which today is called, Jaffa, and is located in 

the region along the Mediterranean close to Tel Aviv. While Peter was in Joppa, there was a 

centurion named Cornelius further up north along the Mediterranean coast in a town called 

Caesarea. 

 

A centurion, a soldier of the Roman army, Cornelius was a Gentile and outside of the community 

of faith. Even still, Luke tells us in Acts that Cornelius “was a devout man who feared God with 

all of his household; he gave alms generously to the people and prayed constantly to God.”2 One 

day, Cornelius received a vision in which an angel of the Lord visited him and told him that God 

had heard his prayers and had seen his generosity. The angel told him to send men down to 
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Joppa to find Peter and bring him back to Caesarea. So Cornelius sent another soldier and two of 

his servants to go find Peter in Joppa and bring him back. 

 

The following day as the three men approached Joppa, Peter went out on the roof of the home 

where he was staying. While he was up there, he became hungry, so a meal was prepared inside 

the house. As the meal was being prepared, Peter went into what he calls “a trance” and had a 

“vision.” 

 

In his vision, Peter saw “a large sheet coming down from heaven, being lowered by its four 

corners” that came close to him. As you hear about the vision, it looks almost as if Peter is being 

gathered up into the sheet with a variety of animals, including both those that are clean, or 

Kosher, as well as those that are unclean, or treif, meaning non-Kosher; four-footed animals as 

well as reptiles. A voice speaks to Peter and encourages him to “Get up,” “kill and eat.” 

 

Peter, however, is taken aback, and rightly so. To be sure, Peter is a believer in Christ at this 

point, but he is a pious Jew when it comes to the practice of his faith. The dietary laws are still 

important to him. As a man of faith, he would never eat anything that was unclean because that 

would defile his body. Jesus’ resurrection, in his mind, doesn’t undo the law of Moses which is a 

foundation of his faith. 

 

As Peter struggles to understand how he might be caught up with all of these animals in this 

sheet, including the unclean ones, the voice from heaven speaks again, instructing him, saying, 

“What God has made clean, you must not call profane.”3 Three times Peter watched as this sheet 

gathered up these animals under its corners like a tent along with him before it was taken up into 

heaven. 

 

While Peter was struggling to understand what he had seen, suddenly the three men sent by 

Cornelius arrive at the home where Peter is staying, inquiring of his whereabouts. Moved by the 

Spirit, Peter gets off the roof and goes out to meet these men. They tell Peter about Cornelius’ 

faithfulness and how they are here because of the vision that Cornelius had to send them to find 

Peter. 

 

So Peter grants them lodging and the next day he travels to Caesarea where Cornelius is 

expecting them. When he enters Cornelius’ home, he finds a lot of people have gathered there.  

Realizing the meaning of his own vision and being caught up with the clean and unclean 

animals, Peter tells Cornelius that he came as he realized Cornelius’ common humanity from the 

vision that God had given to him on the roof. The Spirit had moved him to be there. Now Peter 

saw distinction between himself and these Gentiles. 

 

When Cornelius shared his own vision with them and the angel’s instruction to send for him, 

Peter begins to preach to the gathered crowd of God-fearing Gentiles about Jesus. At the end of 

the day, the Spirit of God fell upon the room of Gentiles as they came to believe, too. 

Recognizing the movement of the Spirit, Peter baptizes Cornelius and his whole household and 

agrees to stay with him for a few days. 
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God uses the dreams and visions to speak to Peter and help him to understand God’s loving 

embrace and welcome for all. I said, however, that dreams and visions are not necessarily all 

they are cracked up to be, right? 

 

You see, our scripture lesson begins as Peter now arrives back in Jerusalem following his trip to 

Joppa and Caesarea. When he arrives back home among the saints, or the “apostles and 

believers” in Judea who were faithful “circumcised believers;” those who were still called to 

uphold the entirety of the Law of Moses, Peter experienced his first contentious church council 

meeting. Peter had spent some time with these Gentiles and now he had some explaining to do 

among his colleagues. 

 

As the first inquisition began in the early church, they asked him, “Why did you go to 

uncircumcised men and eat with them?” Unlike Peter, they didn’t see this as cause for 

celebration. Not yet, anyway! Faithful Jews were not permitted to associate with Gentiles, let 

alone stay the night in their homes. Eating at their tables where all sorts of unclean animals and 

non-Kosher foods might be served would surely make Peter and other faithful circumcised 

believers unclean. 

 

Did you notice that this first unofficial council didn’t simply refer to them as Gentiles, but as 

“uncircumcised men”? They are outside of the Law; outside of the covenant that God had 

established with God’s people. You can sense their contempt for a people who are outside of 

their understanding of the faithful community. The scriptures and everything they understand 

them to mean, along with the tradition of the people at this time, strictly forbids this 

fraternization with these Romans. 

 

Caesarea was a port city and one of the most Roman cities within the empire which had 

inhabited the land at the time. There’s an ancient Roman amphitheater along the coast there.  

With temples and altars to other gods, the area should be avoided at best. It’s best not to even 

come into contact with these false-god worshipping Romans. Meanwhile, Peter not only goes up 

there, but comes into contact with a centurion and his family. Now he will have to face the music 

back home. 

 

Peter, on the other hand, simply recounts the vision that he experienced. Then he tells them about 

his experience with Cornelius and the vision that Cornelius had. Turning to inquisitors, Peter 

recounts how he preached in Cornelius’ home and watched as the same Holy Spirit fell upon 

Cornelius’ household that had fallen upon them at Pentecost. Using the gift of reason, Peter 

looks to the experience he encountered in his own life, saying, “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?”4 

 

Luke tells us that when they heard Peter’s story, “They were silenced. And they praised God, 

saying, ‘Then God has given even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life.’”5 

 

In 2006, I had an amazing opportunity to spend five weeks living in southern India in the states 

of Tamil Nadu and Kerala. I was there on an exchange for young professionals along with 
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several others to experience what colleagues in our profession did in India. While I visited with 

several clergy, I was hosted in the homes of Hindus, Christians and Muslims. It was a beautiful 

experience. On my way over there, our team studied together to get to know something about the 

people and the cultures which we were about to experience. 

 

We also sought to learn a little of the language. One of the first phrases that we learned was a 

greeting in Tamil. When people in Tamil Nadu greet one another, they often say “Vanakam” as 

they hold their hands together and bow towards one another. Most of the presentations that I did 

while I was there began with the same greeting, “Vanakam.” At first, it felt similar to simply 

saying “Hello.” For the people of South India, “Vanakam” means more than a simple “Hello.”  

In essence, one is conveying to another that “The God in me greets the God in you.” 

 

Only moments into our trip, however, we learned the real meaning of “Vanakam.” Throughout 

India, there is a deep sense of hospitality among the people wherever you may find yourself as a 

guest. Wherever we went, people were not only quick to welcome us, but even quicker to bring 

out to us the best of what they had to offer us as gracious hosts to us. As our team was being 

showered with gifts and food everywhere we went, someone said to us that in India, every guest 

is to be treated as if you were God, for they never know whether God might be coming to visit 

their home that day. This was true in Hindu homes, Muslim homes, and even Christian homes. 

 

When people said “Vanakam,” it meant something deeper than “Hello.” They lived out a 

recognition of God’s sacred image and presence with each of us. Even Christians would say this 

to one another, recognizing the Christ that is present in each of us. 

 

In a sense, this describes Peter’s experience in Cornelius’ household. He had not anticipated that 

God might be at work among the pagan Gentiles of Caesarea. Yet, he discovered in them the 

same Holy Spirit that he had received at Pentecost. To be sure, they were uncircumcised and ate 

unclean animals, but they, too, were brought up together with him in the big sheet that God 

spread to encompass the world. 

 

It’s funny what happens when you’ve experienced the Risen Christ, isn’t it? Not only do we 

receive the gift of the Spirit of God, but that same Spirit helps us to see that the Kingdom of God 

is so much bigger than we might have imagined, for God’s Spirit empowers us to greet God as 

we see God in one another. 

 

Today, our graduates prepare to enter into a world beyond high school. You have come to know 

so much in these fast-paced years of your primary education. You have a good grounding for the 

work and the world that lies ahead of you. Yet, there is still so much more for you to experience 

as you enter into that world. May you always know that God journeys through life not only with 

you, but resides within you. Even more so, may you continue to be empowered to see others as 

“Beloved” in whom God resides, as well. Vanakam! Carry with you the Spirit who empowers 

you and graces you, that God may be seen in you, and so that you might recognize the God who 

is at work in others and in the world around you. 
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1 https://www.millennialstar.org/friday-forum-dc-138-exactly-who-is-a-servant/ 
2 Acts 10:2, NRSV. 
3 Acts 10:15, NRSV. 
4 Acts 11:16-17, NRSV. 
5 Acts  11:18, NRSV. 

 


