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THE SIXTH SUNDAY OF EASTER

Thank Peter
Psalm 98; Acts 10:34-48

I think we need a some background before we hear today’s scripture
passage because, without context, it’s a little hard to appreciate.  We are still
a couple of weeks away from celebrating Pentecost and the gift of the Spirit
and birth of the church, but in this passage from the book of Acts we see the
aftershocks of those things and of all that had happened since Jesus’
resurrection.

It did not take long for the euphoria of Jesus' resurrection and ascension
to loose its freshness.  Early in the book of the Acts of the Apostles, Luke tells
us that some believers began to murmur because they did not think they were
being treated fairly in the daily sharing of food and care.  The Gentiles in the
fellowship thought the poor and vulnerable among them were not getting their
fair share.  Surprisingly, the matter was handled quickly and amicably.  Under 
the apostles’ leadership, six people were chosen to be servant leaders to
attend to the needs of everyone in the community.  Our understanding of the
ministry of deacons grew out of this experience.

Only two of those people selected–Philip and Stephen–are mentioned
again in scripture.  We heard about Philip last week and his encounter with
the Ethiopian eunuch on the road to Gaza.  The man opened his heart to the
Gospel and Philip baptized him.  Stephen, a man known for his generosity,
spiritual depth, and boldness for the Lord, was stoned to death for his searing
indictment of the Jewish authorities who were trying to suppress the Jesus
movement.  A man zealous for the Hebrew law was at that tragic event, likely
as an instigator.  His name was Saul.  Soon after, on his way to Damascus
to arrest any so-called Christians he could find, he encountered Christ in a
vision.  His conversion from persecutor to missionary was nothing less than
miraculous.

During this same time, Simon Peter began traveling the region and
sharing the Gospel with anyone who would listen.  While in Joppa, staying
with a tanner named Simon, he had a vision.  It was an odd kind of
dream–maybe like some of the Covid dreams you have had this past year. 
He saw a sheet lowered down from heaven, filled with all kinds of animals. 



The voice of God told him to “kill and eat,” but Peter refused because he was
a righteous Jew and would not eat foods considered unclean.  God debunked
that whole idea and flipped it around saying, “What God has made clean, you
must not call profane” (Acts 10:15).  It happened three times.  It does sound
like a Covid experience, doesn’t it?!

As he was puzzling over this strange vision, three men sent by a Roman
officer named Cornelius arrived at the house where Peter was staying. 
Cornelius was a devout and generous man who honored God and helped
other people.  He, too, had a vision in which an angel of God instructed him
to send for Peter.  Peter immediately recognized God at work and returned
with the men to the home of Cornelius who had invited a number of his family
and friends to hear Peter share the Gospel.  Now we hear Luke’s account of
what happened:

Then Peter began to speak to them: "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 throughout
Judea, beginning in Galilee after the baptism that John
announced: how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy
Spirit and with power; how he went about doing good and healing
all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was with him. We
are witnesses to all that he did both in Judea and in Jerusalem.
They put him to death by hanging him on a tree; but God raised
him on the third day and allowed him to appear, not to all the
people but to us who were chosen by God as witnesses, and who
ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead. He
commanded us to preach to the people and to testify that he is
the one ordained by God as judge of the living and the dead. All
the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him
receives forgiveness of sins through his name."

While Peter was still speaking, the Holy Spirit fell upon all
who heard the word. The circumcised believers who had come
with Peter were astounded that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been
poured out even on the Gentiles, for they heard them speaking in
tongues and extolling God. Then Peter said, "Can anyone
withhold the water for baptizing these people who have received
the Holy Spirit just as we have?" So he ordered them to be
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baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they invited him to
stay for several days. Acts 10:34-48

It sounds like a revival meeting complete with altar call and baptism,
doesn’t it?  What a joyous day it was for Cornelius and all gathered at his
home!  But did you catch the reaction by some in the crowd described as “the
circumcised believers”?  These folks were Jewish believers who “were
astounded that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on the
Gentiles.”  It is more than a surprised reaction.  It is a spiritual slap in the face! 
What an insult to imply that just because they were Gentiles, God should have
withheld the gift of his Spirit from these people as if they were unworthy. 
What prejudice, what disdain, what blasphemy!

Hooray for Simon Peter because he stood up for Cornelius and his
friends and explained his vision and God's opinion on the matter.  Three
cheers for Simon Peter because he truly caught the vision and opened his
heart and the Gospel to all of the people in the room.

You know something?  Even though they were speaking a couple of
thousand years ago, those Jewish believers were talking about us!  Most of
us in this congregation have no blood ties to being Jewish.  We are not a part
of the original group of “chosen people.”  We are Gentiles.  Is it astounding
that the Spirit of God would fall even on us?  Are we worthy of God's grace
and welcome?

You bet we are because the Gospel is for all people in all times and
places!  Peter stood up for us just as much as he did for Cornelius and his
family and friends.  He welcomed the Gentiles into the family of faith in
Christ–even at risk of his own peril.  We should thank Peter for recognizing
that all of us Gentiles are God's children, too.  We should thank Peter for
reminding us that every human is a child of God–whether we like it or not,
whether we accept it or not.

This story caused me to think about some of the people who have
shared the Gospel with me, who have stood up for me, and who have guided
me in faith.  Not only should we thank Peter for long ago living the Gospel for
us but also for the people who are now living examples of the Gospel of Jesus
Christ.

Certainly on this Mother’s Day, with Father’s Day a month away, I am
grateful to my parents who welcomed me into a family where faith was
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important.  Not only were we fully involved in the ministry of our church but I
was shown how faith reached into all aspects of life.  Now my parents did not
make a habit of explaining how faith led them to be involved in the lives of
young people or contribute to the well-being of the community or help
someone in need without anyone else knowing it, but my brothers and I got
the message.  We were taught that faith was important and that it would
cause us to invest our lives in a variety of ways that God would lead us.

There were many other obvious people who, like Peter, spoke the
gospel in word and deed to me.  My grandparents, especially my paternal
grandmother, planted seeds deep within my soul that continue to sprout to
this day.  Pastors and teachers and fellow ministers have all lived out the
Gospel for me.  I want to introduce you to a few other folks who stood up for
me through the Gospel.

Ebbie Layton was a life-long friend of my parents and became a dear
friend to me.  She and her husband had three boys as well.  Ebbie worked at
the local Belk department store.  She had a wonderful laugh and a delicious
fig tree beside her back stoop.  When I went to college, Ebbie would write me
on a regular basis.  Back then, getting mail in college was a special event and
Ebbie’s letters were unique.  She would include clippings of odd and
interesting stories, comic strips that she thought were especially funny, and
poems that meant something to her.  Often she would write about her
thoughts on faith.  She would ask me questions as if I might have any
answers.  A long time later–this past summer, in fact–as I discovered some
of those letters, I realized that what she was really doing was helping me think
through my faith.

My college roommate was a wiry, energetic, spontaneous guy who
pulled me into fun at a moment’s notice.  He was also a thoughtful and
committed believer who helped me dive deeper into the why’s of my faith.  For
four years we were ridiculously silly, painfully honest, eagerly playful, and
sincerely prayerful with each other.  He showed me that faith does not negate
enjoying life but it does involve making life more enjoyable for other people as
well.

Lonnie was a gentle giant of a man whom I got to know while working
as a chaplain on a psychiatric ward in Shreveport, Louisiana one summer. 
Lonnie taught me how the Gospel is so much larger than our limited words. 
As I preached one Sunday, trying my best to explain in simple terms how
God’s grace cleanses us like a shower after a long, tiring day of work, Lonnie
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interrupted me and asked if a sponge bath would do the same thing since he
didn’t have a shower at home.  I learned that no matter how clever I might
think my words are, they will not speak to everyone.  Lonnie taught me that
simplicity and awareness are most often the pathway to the heart of the
Gospel, a lesson I have to review over and over–like taking a bath every day!

Jewel Perkins–”Perky,” as everyone in Savannah knew her–loved
children so deeply that she gave her life to teaching children in creative and
sometimes quirky ways.  A friend of the late Jim Henson, she used puppets
and play and any other means she could think of to reach the children around
her.  Perky had the heart of a child–open, excited, honest, and eager.  She
showed me that Jesus meant it when he said that we must become as
children to enter the community of God.

There was the homeless man in Savannah who taught me humility as
I spoke to him outside of our soup kitchen one spring day.  He was going
through the bag of groceries he had just received from the food pantry and
audibly complaining about some of the items that he did not like.  Maybe it
had been a rough morning for me.  Maybe I was keenly aware that day of how
many people in the city were hungry and in need of food.  Maybe I was simply
too occupied with my own concerns to sincerely consider the real needs of
another person, but when I heard him complain, I said those four words that
should be banned from the planet: “Beggars cannot be choosers.”

Even as the words came out of my mouth, I was horrified that I said
them.  I think the man had the wisdom to just smirk at me and go on his way,
but I have never been able to shake the arrogance and insensitivity of those
words.  Instead of opening my hands and heart to another person as Jesus
often did, I apparently wanted people in need to have to beg for whatever I
might give them.  I expected them to give up every last shred of self-respect
and self-awareness for whatever morsel of presumed kindness I might toss
their way.  That horrifying moment was met with a swift comeuppance of
Gospel compassion.  Every person–no matter their situation or need–must
retain their dignity and the privilege of saying “Yes” or “No” to our supposed
generosity.  Otherwise, we strip them of their God-given personhood just as
Jesus was stripped and beaten and hung to die as someone of no worth at
all.  That man’s honest humanity preached salvation to me.

Then there were the two chaplains, eager to trap an overeager college
boy in his own snare.  As our group of chaplain interns met for one of our
weekly debriefing sessions, I talked about some change of heart or attitude
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that I really needed to make.  Not surprising, I said was that I would “try” to do
it.  The two chaplains looked at each other, smiled and one of them said, “Do
you want to do it or should I?”  Then he looked at me and said, “Try to pick up
that soft drink in front of you.”  Like Brer Rabbit, I knew I was trapped, but I
had no clever escape.  I picked up the can and said, “I guess I either do it or
I don’t.”  They laughed, pleased with themselves, but amplified the point that
we often remain uncommitted to something by saying that we will “try” to do
it, knowing that we probably won’t.  Faith, they said, was not “trying” but doing
what we know to be good and right.  We have to be honest with ourselves and
God and either commit or not.  That object lesson has returned to me more
times than I can remember.  I am grateful that it has.

Of course, my family–Deborah and Robert and Catherine–and now
Drew and Lenka and Savannah and Holly–keep me mindful of the
seriousness of the Gospel and God’s intention that we live joyful lives.  The
people who know me best and see me in every turn of life, good and bad, love
me regardless.  They offer me tons of forgiveness and also have the grace to
hold me to the high standard of what God expects of any of us.

These people are some of the Simon Peters who have stood up for me
in regard to the Gospel.  They have modeled God’s love for me and
encouraged me to do the same for them.  All of you are in that group as well,
and I am thankful for you.

I thank Simon Peter for making it clear that the Gospel as embodied in
the Spirit of God is intended even for a Gentile like me . . . or you.  I thank all
of the people who have touched my life with the joyful caress and corrective
nudge of the Gospel because their witness and yours have helped me see a
clearer vision of God, of who God knows me to be, and what God wants me
to do.

In what ways are you thankful?  Who are the Simon Peters who have
introduced you to the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ and stood up for you
in the faith?  Who are the people who have opened the door of faith for you? 
Thank them.  Thank God.  Amen.
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May 9, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

There is so much that we have missed over these last fifteen months,
O God, and singing is certainly one of them.  To lift our voices in united
praise, to sing our joys and our sorrows, to place all of our concerns on a
melody that flows into the world and resounds in your heart is sacred to us. 
Even though we cannot audibly lift our voices together, we know that you
listen and, more important, that you act.  Thank you God for always being
attuned to the songs of our hearts.

Today we would sing of gratitude and love for our mothers who gave us
life and offered so much insight into the world.  We are grateful for their care
and patience, their pushes and encouragement, and their concern that we live
our lives to the fullest.  We are thankful for the ways in which they led us to
you.  And for those instances in which a mother’s love fell short of what we
needed, we ask for understanding, forgiveness, and healing.  May this day
bring us all your peace.

We know you hear the songs of transformation and justice that ring out
across our nation and around the world as people who have been treated as
less than human seek the life you have promised us all.  Enable us all to hear
those songs, O God, and to make them our own as we join sisters and
brothers in finding life that is full and complete.

The quiet and desperate melodies of fear swirl all around us as we
worry over health and work and home and family.  So many needs crowd in
upon us and challenge the well-being of our neighbors.  Thank you for all that
has been done to help us over these trying months, O God, and continue to
motivate us to help one another in meaningful ways.

Above all, O God, listen to the songs that attempt to express our faith
or even a lack thereof.  Hear the maladies of the heart and soul and know that
they are our prayers for forgiveness, healing, and hope.  Hear the joys, little
and large, that bring us happiness.  Continue to sing your song of salvation
through Jesus Christ our Lord and help us to discover a new song for our own
lives.  Amen.


