
 
  
 

 Conversion stories tend to make Presbyterians uncomfortable. And since the Book 
of Acts is really from start to finish a story of conversions, it doesn’t get a lot of 
preaching time in Presbyterian pulpits.  
 
 I was once grilled by a Vanderbilt University undergraduate in the quad at the 
Divinity school, who asked me if I knew the day and time of my salvation. I would learn 
later that she was sent as a missionary of sorts.  
 

I said, “No, I’m a Presbyterian,” as if that answered the question sufficiently. She 
pressed on. “Presbyterians need to be converted same as anyone else.”  

 
I responded along the lines of, “Well, I’m going to Vanderbilt Divinity School, so I 

think it is safe to say I take the call of discipleship pretty seriously.”  
 
She said, “I would say you are especially in need of conversion because you are 

attending Vanderbilt Divinity.”  
 
I laughed because I thought she was joking. She was not laughing. She wanted the 

date and the time, and anything short of that was inadequate, especially for a Presbyterian 
at Vanderbilt.  
 
 If I could go back to that conversation now, I would inquire of my inquirer when 
she thought Peter was converted, if she could name his time and place. 
 
 Was it when he confessed, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God?” That 
seems the logical place. But then Jesus tells him that the Messiah must suffer, and it is 
Peter who takes him aside and rebukes him – talks to him like a child – telling him that 
this will not be. And Jesus looks into his eyes and sees not the Spirit of God, but a 
different spirit at work, and says, “Get behind me Satan!” 
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 Or maybe it was on the night of the Passover, when according to John Jesus 
washes his disciples’ feet, ordaining them to do the same for one another. And yet it is 
Peter who refuses. “You will never wash my feet!” When Jesus says he must be washed, 
Peter blurts out, “Then not my feet only, but also my hands and my head!” Impetuous, 
unpredictable, clueless Peter. When was he converted, exactly?  
 
 Was it the night he boldly told Jesus, “Lord, I am ready to go with you to prison 
and to death,” only to deny Jesus three times when Jesus is arrested and flee the scene 
when Jesus dies.  
 
 When was Peter converted? Was it out there on the boat, where the disciples had 
gone after Jesus’ death at the behest of, you guessed it, Peter, who said, “I am going 
fishing,” only days after the death of his Lord. A voice from the shore says to cast their 
nets on the other side. Of course, Peter doesn’t recognize the voice. He’s too busy trying 
to haul in a catch of fish too large to get in the boat. But the disciple Jesus loved (as John 
calls him) does, and says, “It is the Lord!” prompting Peter to dive into the water and 
swim to shore, leaving the rest to get themselves and the large haul of fish. Was that the 
moment? 
 
 Or maybe it was when Jesus asked that painful question three separate times, 
reminding him of the three times Peter denied him only three days before. “Do you love 
me?” And each time Peter says, with increasing exasperation, “Yes Lord, you know I love 
you.” Was it then? 
 
 Or was it that Pentecost morning in the crowded room, with Jews from every 
country you could think of suddenly speaking in the native language of each as the Spirit 
rested on them like fire. Of everyone there, it is Peter who rises to preach about ancient 
prophecies when God would pour the Spirit on all. Surely it was then. 
 
 And yet he seems genuinely perplexed as he sits on a rooftop by the seashore, 
hungry and waiting for lunch to be prepared, when he has this vision of a sheet being let 
down from heaven, and on it these animals that would be unclean for a Jew to eat. A 
voice says, “Rise, Peter, kill and eat.” 
 
 Peter immediately, impulsively, announces, “By no means; I have never eaten 
anything unclean or profane.” This is Peter’s tone, always – “By no means!” 
 
 “By no means Jesus, you will not die!” 
 “By no means Jesus, you will never wash my feet!” 
 “By no means Jesus, I will go to prison with you.”  



“By no means, Jesus, I will die with you!” 
 “By no means, I do not know the man!” 
 
 And so, again, he must be corrected – “What God has made clean, you must not 
call profane.” 
 
 Peter has had so many opportunities, and yet he still seems the same headstrong, 
ready-fire-aim, speak-when-you-should-be-silent Peter. 
 
 Peter is summoned by the Holy Spirit to come down off the rooftop, still confused 
by his vision, because there are men there to meet with him and take him back to the 
home of Cornelius.  
 

You don’t get more Gentile, more other, more unclean, than Cornelius, a Roman 
centurion. And now Peter and his Jewish companions find themselves in his home.  
 
 And that’s when things finally begin to come together for Peter. In the section just 
preceding our reading, Peter says, “I truly understand that God shows no partiality.” 
What a remarkable thing, a breathtaking assertion. His sermon is basically over right 
then, but he keeps going, until the Holy Spirit interrupts him and fills the Gentiles on the 
spot. They begin praising God. 
 
 Every Jew in the room is astounded. All, that is, except one. 
 
 And this time, when Peter blurts something out in the heat of the moment, it 
forever changes the course of the church. “Can anyone withhold the water for baptizing 
these people who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?” 
 
 Can anyone close the doors of the church to those to whom the Spirit has come? 
 
 Can anyone deny entrance to those who call on the name of the Lord? 
 
 So is this the moment he is converted? No. But it is the moment that sheds light on 
all the moments of conversion that preceded it. It is the moment we see that Peter’s 
conversion has been happening all along. Even in his deepest failures, he was being 
converted. Even in his arrogance and impulsiveness, he was being changed, 
imperceptibly at times, reluctantly at other times, but changed nonetheless. 
 



 My problem with the undergraduate who wanted me to give the date and time of 
my conversion was not with conversion itself – whether it is the immediate flash-of-light 
kind or the gradually-all-through-your-life kind, both of which are possible. 
 
 No, my problem is I think it is the wrong question altogether. We should not be 
asking when and where we were converted, especially if the question is used to judge the 
quality of the conversion or to exclude those who do not meet our criteria. No the 
question for us all is, “Why were we converted?” or, “Why are we being converted?”  
 
 In our individualistic culture, we are apt to think of conversion as something God 
does for us alone to punch our ticket into heaven. But the biblical witness is clear – 
conversion is always connected to vocation, to calling, and to the church. We are being 
converted every day to fulfill the call of God as part of the Body of Christ. It is easy for 
us to see now, from the perspective of the Book of Acts, that Peter was being converted 
all along for precisely this moment, when he would be the one to turn the church in the 
same direction the Spirit was leading, a church for all.  
 
 That was his moment. There would be many more. You have many moments as 
well, a calling toward which your entire life of faith is propelling you, and this church 
does as well. We, together, are reformed (converted) and always being reformed 
(converted) according to the Word of God.  
 
 So if you ever find yourself in that conversation where someone wants to know the 
day and time when you were converted, my prayer is that even if you cannot answer that 
question, you can with faith say, “I may not know when and where, but I know why.” 
And then let us go and live out that why, let us be the answer to the question. Amen. 
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