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Yesterday, I was walking down South Street in the middle of the day. The sun was beating down and I
had a healthy sheen of perspiration. My head was warm under the light of the sun, my throat was
parched, and I wondered about the story we just read together.

I was originally going to preach on Titus this morning. Church tradition teaches us that Titus was a
Gentile leader of the early church who was called by Paul to lead the young church on the island of
Crete. Titus was called to lead the church during uncertain times, which might have been fitting. As I
walked underneath the burning sun, I could have spent my time thinking about Titus and how Titus was
called to lead a community that was experiencing change, but Titus was not at the center of my
thoughts. In fact, the idea of preaching the sermon I spent hours writing this week literally gave me an
upset stomach and a restless attitude most of the weekend until I surrendered and wrote this second
sermon for today.

On Sunday mornings, I wake up early to prepare for worship. Since 2008, most Sundays I have risen
early and wondered the same thing: “Am I going to share something the people of God need to hear
today? Will I please God with what I am about to say?” I would love to tell you that such questions are
answered easily and that has become easier as time has passed, but that’s not entirely true. The
preaching has grown easier with practice, but the question remains as difficult to answer today as it was
for me during my first weeks as a minister.

As I wandered under the sun on Saturday afternoon, I wondered about what God would have me say
this morning. The week had been a long week for many of the people I knew. On Tuesday night a
number of my friends and colleagues listened to our bishop’s “webinar” for the laity. I won’t get into
details here, but tears of frustration, sadness, and grief were shed in many homes. Other days of the
week involved people I know and love watching committee hearings and wondering how we came to be
at this point in our country. On Thursday a ruling from the Supreme Court changed the laws around
firearms in our state and on Friday overturned the decision made decades ago in Roe v. Wade. It has
been a chaotic week for many people.

What am I to say this morning? Do I point out that the United Methodist Church has a specific view on
issues like those affected by rulings on Friday and Thursday? Do I point them to ¶161.K in the 2016
United Methodist Book of Resolutions which carefully tries to navigate the difficult issues raised around
questions of human life, abortion, contraception, accessible maternal care, and adoption? Do I point out
to people how the United Methodist Church very explicitly encourages prayerful and soulful
conversations around these subjects without speaking in black and white terms? Do I point out how
many years Methodists sought to find a middle ground on a global scale while addressing these
issues? Do I share with people the fact that they might want to look at what the Book of Resolutions
says regardless of their personal stance? Do I point out that thoughtful prayer and conversation might
just come from such moments? Do I point out that this is an opportunity for dialog and opportunity even
if it has caused a great deal of fear and worry? What am I to say this morning?
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Do I tell people that moments like these are why we have a Book of Resolutions? Do I tell people that
we have such conversations as a global church so that we might grow together as a community? Do I
tell them something as straightforward as saying “If the United Methodist Church can agree to talk
about this, then there is hope for us to have the same conversations outside of the church”? Do I tell
them to have hope? I think people should always seek hope, even as I acknowledge that a few sections
earlier in ¶161.D lays out the ideals around marriage and guidance for people facing divorce. Do I tell
people there is hope in  ¶161.K when   ¶161.D has brought me to tears many times over the past year?

What do we say on such matters? What should I share as a minister when people are scared,
confused, and nervous about the way of the world? Do I preach on Paul’s letter to Titus which has a
tendency to have strongly worded admonitions on who should lead, what people should do, and how
they should be? No, Titus is not the right fit for a Sunday morning like this one. I appreciate Paul and
his letter, but a better fit for this morning is Peter, the Apostle whose actions in our reading helped to
change the course of history.

Peter was sitting on a rooftop by the sea at the beginning of our reading. As we are here together as a
diverse community there is a chance that you have not spent a ton of time studying the Book of Acts or
early church history, so allow me to lay out the story to this point. Following Peter’s example, let’s start
with a bit of context.

Before the events of our story, Jesus Christ comes into the world, grows up, and begins to share the
Good News. As he shares the Good News, he gathers a bunch of followers known as disciples. About
three years into his ministry, Jesus enters Jerusalem during what we now call holy week. Jesus is
arrested, tried, convicted, and crucified. After he dies, he is buried, and on the third day he rises from
the dead. Throughout most of these events the disciples are scattered and frightened. Peter, the head
disciple and possibly Jesus’ best friend for three years, has a particularly difficult time after denying
Christ three times while Christ is on trial. When Christ returns from the dead, he reveals himself to the
disciples, encourages them, and brings Peter back into the community of disciples.

On the Day of Pentecost, the Holy Spirit comes down and the church begins to spread like wildfire. The
twelve chief disciples become known as Apostles and begin to lead the church as it begins to spread
through conversion and outreach. As the church grows, the number of leaders grows. One of them
named Stephen manages to tell the Jewish high court a number of things, including some upsetting
things like this gem from Acts 7:52-53::

“Which of the prophets did your ancestors not persecute? They killed those who foretold the
coming of the Righteous One, and now you have become his betrayers and murderers. You are
the ones who received the law as ordained by angels, and yet you have not kept it.”

Statements like these infuriated the Jewish leadership who proceeded to stone Stephen, who stops on
the way to death to tell the Jewish leadership that Jesus was seated at the right hand of God, a place of
inheritance and honor. This statement filled the people stoning Stephen with rage and Stephen dies.
After all of this, the persecution of the church truly began.

All of this brings us to Peter. Where is Peter? He’s not in Jerusalem where the church began to spread
on Pentecost. After the church began to spread throughout the Jewish lands and Samaria, Peter
headed out from Jerusalem. He’s in Joppa which today is a part of Tel Aviv. The church has spread, but



Peter is on the outskirts of the church’s territory. The church has grown as people accepted Christianity
among the Jewish communities and the Samaritan communities that were somewhat at odds with the
Jewish communities but which were also descended in part from the northern kingdom known as Israel.

Out there on the edges of the church’s reach among the Samaritan and Jewish converts, Peter had
been performing miracles including healing people and bringing at least one person back from the
dead.1 Out on the edges of where the church existed, our story opens with Peter sitting on a rooftop by
the sea in the middle of the day while waiting for lunch. While waiting Peter falls into a trance and has a
vision. A sheet from heaven descends and Peter is told to kill and eat. The sheet is full of all sorts of
disreputable creatures that were clearly prohibited by the Jewish law. Peter is horrified by this divine
command, but the voice of God is insistent: Peter must not call unclean what God has made clean.

Do you see why Peter has a great story for us today? Oh my gosh, the world around us is so unclean
that it can be frightening. The news is full of stories about abortion and gun laws. We never talk about
those things in church, right? They’re taboo and can cause problems. Indeed, if you’ll notice, as a
minister I’ve pointed you to spend time in the Book of Resolutions to look at ¶161.K in the 2016 United
Methodist Book of Resolutions, but I didn’t actually read it to you or give my opinion on the subject. This
pulpit is meant to be a pulpit, but not a bully pulpit.  Indeed, I could do the same thing by pointing out
there’s a long conversation about guns and how United Methodists are called to work to end gun
violence in ¶162 of the 2016 United Methodist Book of Resolutions, but I haven’t read those paragraphs
or extolled their virtues during this sermon.

It is a part of our culture that it is taboo for a minister to even address those issues in a sermon even if
our church has taken nuanced stances on both of these issues. Indeed, I could “probably” find
paragraphs in the Book of Resolutions to address the problematic situations referenced in the bishop’s
conversation2 or about the misuse of elective influence.3 I could even make a statement about how our
Book of Resolutions encourages certain acts of civil disobedience that have been criticized. I could
even argue that they may be ethically necessitated by a life of faith.4 Such an action would be taboo
though! A minister should never touch such things as they are unclean, right?

In truth, I actually agree. A minister should be very careful not to play around with such unclean things
lightly. Even as I playfully point out that our church has gone through holy conferencing to consider and
pray over all of these subjects, there is still a place where care must be taken to not play with these
things lightly. The questions beg those Sunday morning questions that I have asked each week for
years: “Am I going to share something the people of God need to hear today? Will I please God with
what I am about to say?”

For Peter, the call was to get up, kill, and eat unclean things. You’ll notice that Peter does not get up,
kill, and eat the unclean things while in his vision. I imagine that a lot of early Christian converts from
Judaism were relieved that Peter did not have a bug sandwich for lunch on that afternoon in Joppa.
What Peter does do in our passage is receive a delegation of Gentiles from the house of Cornelius.
Although it was itself a questionable act, Peter welcomes the delegation of Gentiles, provides lodging
for them for the night, and then the next day goes to see Cornelius.

4 ¶164.F of the 2016 United Methodist Book of Resolutions
3 ¶164.A of the 2016 United Methodist Book of Resolutions
2 ¶161.G of the 2016 United Methodist Book of Resolutions
1 Acts 9:31-43
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Cornelius was a well known centurion and God fearing man. Culturally, that phrase means something
specific. A God-fearer was a technical designation of someone who worshipped the God of Israel,
followed the religion to the best of their ability, but who remained outside of the community of God. In
the religious life of Israel, these people loved God but were not fully welcomed in the community. They
were believers but not the correct kind of believers. They were likely uncircumcised, possibly Greek
speaking people who may have been unable to speak Aramaic or Hebrew, and decidedly unclean.

When Peter goes to the home of Cornelius, Peter brings the Good News with him. He is not quite sure
why he is there, so he makes a statement and asks: “You yourselves know that it is improper for a Jew
to associate with or to visit an outsider, but God has shown me that I should not call anyone profane or
unclean. So when I was sent for, I came without objection. Now may I ask why you sent for me?”5

Cornelius and everyone gathered had come to hear the Good News, so despite the fact that the people
are outside of the people of God, Peter shares the Good News. Peter tells them:6

“...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”

As Peter shares these words, the people are filled with the Holy Spirit. It is incredible and in the
experience of the early church until this moment, it is something beyond their experience. The story of
Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection is shared with strange people and the Holy Spirit brings those
strange people into the community of God. At this point, Peter stops to ask one of the funniest
questions in all of Acts: “Can anyone withhold the water for baptizing these people who have received
the Holy Spirit just as we have?”7 In the Common English Bible, it seems an even funnier statement to
me. That version states “These people have received the Holy Spirit just as we have. Surely no one
can stop them from being baptized with water, can they?

Allow me to spoil the suspense by answering Peter’s question for you. They might not be able to stop
Peter from baptizing those Gentiles, but they’re certainly going to try and stop Peter, Paul, and other
early church leaders from trying again. The poor Gentile church that is born through the work of
Apostles and evangelists like Peter, Paul, and Philip will be questioned continually for decades to come.
Shouldn’t they eat the same foods we eat and avoid the same foods we avoid? If they are a part of the
community of faith, shouldn’t they follow the purity laws found in books like Leviticus? Then there’s
every male’s favorite question: If they believe, shouldn’t they be circumcised? If not, should they really
be a part of this community?

Oh my Peter. Yes, people will object. To be honest, I think the scriptures make a pretty clear case for
the fact that Peter and Paul both face severe criticism over these issues. In the Book of Galatians, Paul

7 Acts 10:47, NRSVUE
6 Acts 10:38-42
5 Acts 10:28-29



even describes an incident where Peter is confronted by Paul for seemingly backing off from the
inclusive position about Gentiles belonging in the church that began in our reading today. Oh Peter, a
lot of people were going to criticize you for what you did in our reading today. Indeed, the first church
council will be described in Acts 15 to sort out whether or not you did the right thing. Surely, people
could definitely object and would be very upset with Peter.

Notice though, even though Peter will face trouble for following his conscience, Peter does it anyway.
To me, it appears that Peter asked himself questions like those I ask Sunday mornings. Peter seems to
believe that God would have him share the Good News with the Gentiles. Peter seems to believe that
people should hear what God has done even if they are not the people the church would welcome
warmly.

Following the example of Peter, the church still does this kind of reckless ministry today. The church
serves food in soup kitchens and under bridges around the world. The church reaches across
community lines to build relationships with different cultures, communities, and ethnicities. The church
shares the good news across borders and oceans.

For that matter, do you know what two buildings lie across the lawn from the headquarters of the United
Methodist General Board of Church and Society? The headquarters of Church and Society share a
lawn with the Supreme Court and the Capitol Building in Washington D.C. because our church believes
that our ministry means we need to be in regular contact with the very people who have been causing
such chaos in the news. In truth, that ministry is one of the reasons we proudly have a Book of
Resolutions that we can share with politicians who might say that the church has no stance on these
issues. We certainly do have a stance even if rarely share it from the pulpit and are sometimes even
nervous to state it exists.

Yes, Peter is a great person to read about on a Sunday morning like this one. Why? Well, Monday
morning is coming, isn’t it? There’s a whole week ahead of us which will have even more trials and
tribulations for people. There’ll doubtless be coffee conversations and Facebook threads, but there will
also be people making plans on how to live in a world that is always changing and is changing again.

Oh to be certain, there’ll likely be people who will wave their flags in victory and state that God has
intended things to be this way. There’ll be people who say things are incompatible, that rights are
inviolable, and that laws which are being passed should be binding for everyone. What a great day to
read Peter’s story because we have a prime example of what happens when a set of black and white
rules come up against a God who is very clear about people calling clean things unclean. Indeed, the
God of our passage seems to ignore the black and white rules of Leviticus to make the point that God
will do what God will do.

Oh to be certain, there’ll likely be people who will want to dive into defeat. There will be statements
about how everything is broken and how things never change. There will be broken hearts, shed tears,
and people in pain. What a great day to read Peter’s story because God doesn’t always care how
things have always been. When God plans for things to change, things end up changing. You’d have
better luck bailing out Seneca Lake with a bucket than trying to stop God when God is at work. Indeed,
the God of our passage seems to enjoy calling on people to believe in the impossible and strange.



What a great day to read Peter’s story because there’s a definite lesson to be learned. Namely, there’s
reason to hope even when everything seems hopeless. Cornelius was a God fearing man who had no
place in the family of God at the beginning of our story. The story ends in baptism and with Cornelius
spiritually coming home to the community he longed to join. The hopeless find hope when the gospel
draws near. The excluded find a home in the Good News. There’s always hope when God decides to
bring Light into the darkness.

What did I ultimately decide to share today? What superseded the message from Titus that had been
so carefully planned? Simple words which have been shared so many times throughout the centuries,
but most famously by Julian of Norwich: “All shall be well, and all shall be well, and every manner of
thing shall be well.”

Of course people may complain. Of course people might object. Of course the system is rigged and
doesn’t like to change! Of course, just like how objects act will act within Newton’s first law of motion, a
government, a system, a power structure, or any group in power that is at rest will do its best to stay at
rest unless an external force acts upon it. There’s likely going to be a struggle before things get better.
Indeed, there are tough days to come, but “All shall be well, and all shall be well, and every manner of
thing shall be well.”

Friends, if you are afraid this morning, I invite you to ask God for courage. Friends, if you are worried
about how things are going this morning, I remind you that God can handle the big things that you
cannot do if you focus on the small things which you can do with God. If you do not know what to do or
how to react, I invite you to take a deep breath. You might wish to consider reading what your neighbors
came up with in the Book of Resolutions, but really the important thing is to remember that you don’t
need to know or fix everything. Friends, I invite you to have courage and remember:

“...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”

These words we share with hope:Jesus Christ is the one ordained by God as judge of the living and the
dead.  I invite you into prayer with hope. Let us pray…


