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On the morning of April 5, 1968, the day after Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated, a 
young boy walked into his third grade classroom in Riceville, Iowa and asked his teacher a 
question. “Mrs. Elliot – I heard they shot that king yesterday. Why? Why did they shoot that 
king?”   
 
The truth is, ever since she heard the news about King’s assassination, Jane Elliot had been 
wondering how on earth to respond with her class of all white students the next day. She 
wanted them to really begin to understand racism and discrimination – otherwise how would 
anything ever change?  
 
And so, that day at the beginning of class, Mrs. Elliot asked the blue-eyed children to sit on one 
side of the room, and the brown-eyed children to sit on the other. She then pulled out 
construction paper armbands and told each of the blue-eyed kids that they had to wear one. 
“The brown-eyed people are the better people in this room,” she said calmly but sternly that 
morning. “They are cleaner, and they are smarter.” 
 
Some of the kids were smiling with puzzled looks on their faces, wondering if this were some 
kind of joke. She knew that the children weren’t going to buy into her pitch unless she came up 
with a good reason, so she wrote the word, MELANIN on the board. “Eye color, hair color and 
skin color are caused by a chemical called Melanin,” she said. “And Melanin is what causes 
intelligence. The more melanin, the darker the person’s eyes, and the smarter the person.”  
 
“Blue-eyed people just sit around and do nothing. You give them something nice and they just 
wreck it,” she said, and she could already feel a tension forming in the room. Mrs. Elliot then 
began to share some of the rules for the day, saying blue-eyed kids couldn’t play with brown-
eyed kids on the playground, only brown-eyed kids could have seconds at lunch, and brown-
eyed children would also get 5-extra minutes of recess.  
 
When she said that blue-eyed kids had to use paper cups if they drank from the water fountain, 
one blue-eyed girl asked why. “Because we might catch something from you” a brown-eyed boy 
said almost immediately. Everyone looked at Mrs. Elliott, and she nodded in agreement.  
 
As the day went on, brown-eyed kids quickly began to criticize their blue-eyed classmates. 
“Well, what do you expect from him, Mrs. Elliott,” a brown-eyed student said when a blue-eyed 
student got an arithmetic problem wrong. “He’s a bluey!” 
 



Later that day, a smart blue-eyed girl who had never had problems with math started making 
mistakes. At recess, three brown-eyed girls ganged up on her. “You better apologize to us for 
getting in our way, because we’re better than you are.” The blue-eyed girl apologized. 
That afternoon, one student asked, “Mrs. Elliott, how come you’re the teacher if you’ve got 
blue eyes?” Before she could even think of a response, another brown-eyed boy piped up and 
said, “If she didn’t have blue eyes, she’d probably be the principal or the superintendent.” 
 
Over the course of the experiment, Elliot says that “the children with brown eyes were 
suddenly more confident — and condescending. The children with blue eyes made silly 
mistakes and became timid and despondent.” And the stories could go on and on.  
 
When it was all finally over, and Mrs. Elliot explained to the children that there was absolutely 
no difference between blue-eyed and brown-eyed children, some of the kids hugged. Many of 
the kids cried. And years later, none of them have forgotten what has since been called “one of 
the most astonishing exercises ever conducted in an American classroom.”1  
 
Well, today’s Scripture reading isn’t about blue-eyed and brown-eyed people, but it is about 
insiders and outsiders. It’s about Jews and Gentiles. Gentiles are known as the “other” or the 
“outsiders” in the Bible. They are non-Jews. And they are often characterized as idolatrous and 
immoral. Jews are in. Gentiles are out. 
 
According to Jewish law, Jews are to have nothing to do with Gentiles. In fact, as Peter walks 
into Cornelius’ house here in Acts 10, he shares what everyone else in the room already knows - 
that it is against his law for a Jew to even associate with, let along visit the house of a Gentile. 
But just verses earlier, Peter had received a vision from God – that led to this incredibly 
subversive act.  
 
The Spirit told Peter that three men were looking for him, and that he was to get up and go 
with them “without hesitation.” Some scholars note that the words “without hesitation” here 
can also be translated as “without distinction” and that both are inherent in its’ meaning. Peter 
isn’t supposed to discriminate, and no matter who these men are, he is supposed to get up and 
go with them, immediately. 
 
Sure enough, when Peter goes downstairs, he finds the three men who tell him they have been 
sent by Cornelius, the Centurion. Which is why Peter goes completely outside the box of the 
Jewish tradition and ends up in the home of a Roman soldier and a bunch of other Gentiles. 
 
When he arrives, Peter says to them, ”You are well aware that it is against our law for a Jew to 
associate with or visit a Gentile. But God has shown me that I should not call anyone impure or 
unclean. So when I was sent for, I came without raising any objection. But now that I’m here – 
can I ask why you have sent for me?” 
 

                                                        
1 https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/lesson-of-a-lifetime-72754306/  



Cornelius says that he had actually seen Peter in a dream, so wanted to hear what God had to 
say through him. And as Peter begins to share the gospel with him and with the people in 
whose house he should not even be standing, he says to them, “I now realize how true it is that 
God does not show favoritism but accepts from every nation the one who fears him and does 
what is right.” And he proceeds to share the gospel with everyone in the house. 
 
It’s interesting to me that Peter doesn’t come to this understanding fully until he’s standing 
face-to-face with the Gentiles. Because isn’t that how it usually works? It’s so easy to have 
preconceived notions of people – to treat people as “other” when the reality is that we don’t 
even know them. But when they have a name, a face, and a story – when they’re standing right 
in front of us, suddenly it becomes so much harder to do. And standing face to face with the 
Gentiles, eager to hear the gospel, Peter is overcome with the idea that perhaps what he’s 
thought all along about them isn’t what God ever intended, because “God shows no partiality.” 
 
Of course, this is exactly the kind of life Peter and the disciples saw modeled by Jesus isn’t it? 
He made no distinctions between the people with whom he shared meals and fellowship – 
something which often got him in trouble. But even after Jesus’ resurrection, the disciples are 
still having a hard time getting it. Perhaps it’s a message we all need to keep hearing over and 
over again. 
 
Which is exactly what seems to be happening in the first 9 chapters of the book of Acts. The 
Spirit is taking the disciples outside the box of their comfort zone in Jerusalem. They have 
encountered the Samaritans and the Ethiopian. And now, as Duke Divinity School professor Will 
Willimon says, “[Acts] has brought us face to face with this Roman soldier so that we may feel 
the full blast of the gospel, [so that we] may know the reluctance of the disciples to be here, 
[and so that we] may…realize the full and frightening implications of the gospel— that God 
shows no partiality!”2 
 
But is this really the God that you and I believe in? Is this the God we even want to believe in? 
Or do we sometimes want to believe in a God who favors us over others? 
 
My friend Kyndall Rothaus, Pastor at Lake Shore Baptist Church, shared recently with her 
church about her experience as a foster mom. She was fostering a baby earlier this year with 
plans in place to adopt her, when unforeseen circumstances happened and the baby went to 
live with another family member instead. Now, just months later, Kyndall is fostering her 
second baby. And she bravely told her congregation these words the week she received her.  
 
“I received a new foster baby this week, and as I was holding her tiny body in my arms, I was 
praying, because I didn’t want to lose another baby. I wanted to somehow secure her in my 
arms forever with my prayers. But then I was reminded—I think by the Spirit—that there is 
another mother in this story—the biological one—and she also doesn’t want to lose her baby, 
either. And God also loves her and wants her to succeed. God loves me and doesn’t wish for me 
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to experience more loss or more grief, but I’m not the only child of God in this scenario, and 
God does not show partiality. God is always rooting for us both. Birth mom, foster mom, God 
loves us all.  
 
“This is hard,” she said, “because it means I can’t cling to this baby as only mine [right now]. I 
have to accept multiple people as part of the unfolding story. [But] I would feel so much safer if 
it were just the baby and me.”3 
 
And isn’t that true for so many of us? I think we, too, would feel so much safer in life if our 
circles, our groups, and even our churches were “just us.” Things would feel so much simpler – 
more comfortable, more secure even, if it were just our friends. If it were just the people who 
look like us. If it were just the people who think like us and act like us. If it were just the people 
who vote like we do. If it were just the people who read the Bible like we do. If it were just the 
people who see the world the same way we do.  
 
Except when our lives (and our churches) begin to look like that, our box just keeps getting 
smaller and smaller, doesn’t it? It begins to look like a box we’ve created in our own image, 
instead of the other way around. It’s like author Anne Lamott says, “You can safely assume 
you’ve created God in your own image when it turns out that God hates all the same people 
you do.” 
 
But today’s text challenges us to believe that the Kingdom of God can not and will not be kept 
in a box like that, as comfortable and convenient and simple and safe as it may seem. God’s 
Kingdom includes people we would never expect or imagine to be part of God’s family. And our 
communities become more rich, more full, and more fully reflective of the image of God when 
they begin to look like that. 
 
This is exactly what happens as preaches at Cornelius’ house that day. Verse 44 says, “the Holy 
Spirit came on all who heard the message. The circumcised believers who had come with 
Peter were astonished that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on Gentiles.” 
 
I wonder what person or group of people you and I would be astonished to see the Holy Spirit 
come upon today? Who is the person who just gets under your skin. The person whose house 
you would never even want to step in? And, what would it look like if instead of keeping them 
at a safe distance, if you and I were to come closer, “without hesitation” and “without 
distinction” What would it look like to begin to create God-sized community with them? 
 
One of the best pictures I’ve seen of God-sized community is the Open Circle Theatre in 
Washington, D.C. A friend of mine, Suzanne Richard, started this non-profit theatre company 
after she kept getting turned down in auditions because she has a physical disability. After all, 
Romeo and Juliet can’t be in wheelchairs…or can they?  
 

                                                        
3 Kyndall Rothaus, “How True It Is,” http://lsbcwaco.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/How-True-It-Is.pdf.  



And so, Suzanne came up with an outside-the-box idea. She started a non-profit theater to do 
high-quality, creative theatre productions in the DC area that provide opportunities for 
professional theatre artists with and without disabilities. And her organization has worked to 
create an environment for both actors and audience that is truly accessible to all – from the 
most mainstream theatre going people to those with auditory, visual, physical, and/or 
intellectual disabilities.  
 
The name of the theatre, Open Circle, was inspired by the poem by Edwin Markham: 
 “He drew a circle to shut us out 
 Heretic, rebel, a thing to flout 
 But love and I had the wit to win 
 We drew a Circle that took him in.”4 
 
I think God-sized community looks a whole lot like that. Not like closed boxes but ever-widening 
circles. But you and I have an important role to play helping to create this. We can choose to 
cross the classroom line between blue-eyed and brown-eyed students. We can choose to go 
over to Cornelius’ house “without hesitation.” We can choose to follow the God “who shows no 
partiality.” Or, we can do what’s comfortable. Familiar. Safe. Easy. And we can live life in our 
own, neat, compartmentalized little boxes. So, how will we respond? 

You know, what was most astounding to me as I researched Mrs. Elliot’s classroom experiment 
was learning about how her community responded. Not long after the experiment happened, 
word traveled across the country, and Mrs. Elliot was actually flown to New York City to be on 
the Tonight Show with Johhny Carson. In response, hundreds of viewers wrote letters saying 
Elliott’s work appalled them. “How dare you try this cruel experiment out on white children,” 
one said. “Black children grow up accustomed to such behavior, but white children, there’s no 
way they could possibly understand it..and will cause them great psychological damage.” 

When she got back to school the next Monday and walked in the teachers’ lounge, almost 
every other teacher walked out. All of her own children began to be bullied at school, and her 
oldest son was beaten up. When Jane called the mother of one of the boys who did it, she 
simply said, “Your son got what he deserved.” 
 
Even years later, in 2003, a reporter went with Jane back to Riceville to visit her old school for 
an interview. When they walked in the office, the secretary looked as if she had seen a ghost 
and mumbled that the school was closed due to waxing the hallways and that they couldn’t 
come in. The reporter said, “We’ll just be a couple of minutes. I don’t know if you recognize her, 
but this is Jane Elliot, and she taught in this school for 18 years.” And the secretary replied, “I 
know who she is.”  
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The reporter was stunned, but Jane wasn’t surprised at all. But as they walked downtown that 
day, and a woman in her mid-40’s approached them on the sidewalk and said, “Ms. Elliot, is 
that you?” 
 
It was Matilda Whisenhunt, who had been in her class in 1969. With tears streaming down her 
cheeks, Matilda said to her, “Ms. Elliot, I’ve never forgotten the exercise. It changed my life. Not 
a day goes by without me thinking about it. When my grandchildren are old enough, I’d give 
anything if you would share it with them, too. Would you? Could you?” And tears streamed 
down Ms. Elliot’s face, too. 
 
Friends, what will our response be? As Will Willimon says, today’s text challenges all of us to 
“[expect] surprises and new implications of the gospel which cannot be explained on any basis 
other than our Lord has shown us something we could not have seen on our own... [because] 
Faith, when it comes down to it, is our often breathless attempt to keep up with the 
redemptive activity of God, to keep asking ourselves, "What is God doing, where on earth is 
God going now?” 
 
Calvary, may we, too, ask this same question. May we live this question. And like Peter and the 
disciples, may we, too, be astonished at the outside the box ways in which the Spirit leads us 
next. 
 
 
 


