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“WHAT GOD HAS MADE CLEAN”

I want to introduce you today to the world of Acts. Something extraordinary happens in the story we hear this morning, it’s a pivotal moment in the life of the early church, but it’s easy to pass by if we let it. 
Physically, Jesus the man is gone. He’s no longer with his followers in person anymore. You can imagine, this is a major change with many major challenges. Now his disciples are asking the question: “How do you follow someone who physically is absent? How do you hold on your belief in a God of hope and new life when he’s gone?” “When you can’t see or hear or touch your leader, what do you do?” Anyone ever prayed this before? 

This place we are in the story is the place most of us experience today. A cosmic shift has occurred from the transforming acts of an individual named Jesus to the transforming acts of a community named the church. Our eastern orthodox brothers and sisters remind us that the church community is to be the new physical presence of Jesus Christ in the world. Hence, the name of the book we hear from today, the Acts of the Apostles; or, if we get a little theological, the acts of God through the apostles.

Not surprisingly, the shift from a single person to a growing community created some wrinkles. I know it’s hard to imagine, but there was some bickering in the church--the early church that is--and even some fighting. Before Jesus left and was lifted up in what we remember as his Elijah-like ascension, he left his followers a stiff task, but not without help: “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in Judea, and to the ends of the earth.” This happens at the beginning of Acts. Geographically, that’s a lot of ground to cover. But even more, that’s a lot of different people, different cultures, different traditions and customs to cover. 
So challenge number one: what do we do with all the non-Jews becoming Christians. There were plenty of Jewish Christians who lived in Jerusalem--the Jerusalem church. These made sense: They knew the customs of Israel and kept them, they understood the deep and rich history, they believed how Jesus fit in to God’s whole plan of new life for his people the Israelites, how Jesus was the long-awaited fulfillment of all their laws and their prophets. 

Then there were the outsiders, the Gentiles, who were not formerly part of God’s covenanted people, knew nothing of their laws and prophets, knew nothing of their history or customs. But they were hearing about Jesus and having their lives also be transformed by the good news. In fact the same Holy Spirit that was filling the Jerusalem church community was filling the community of Gentiles wherever they heard the Good News. The Gentile Christians were quickly becoming as numerous and more numerous than even the Jewish Christians. All this was happening within a single generation--historians still can’t explain it exactly--so fast for any community to take. The Jerusalem church felt like it was all out of their control, because frankly, it was. 

You hear this tension in their voices as they criticize Peter when he returns to Jerusalem from a recent preaching tour in two Gentile towns: His home church asks “Why did you go to the uncircumcised men and eat with them?” Several issues are going on here. One is that they’re just resentful that Peter went outside their known world. He was a good Jewish man, his church missed him--why was he wasting his time with these random others, these strangers, and in some cases enemies? 
That’s one issue. Another is kosher food: Peter broke kosher laws when he ate with those new Gentile Christians. Even if they were Christians, weren’t they required to follow the same kosher laws? Last issue, one you don’t hear from pulpits too often, or at least Episcopal pulpits: circumcision. This was the physical mark of the covenant God made with Abraham and his offspring way back when. If you didn’t have that mark on your body, you weren’t considered part of God’s covenant. Problem enough that it didn’t include half the population--women, but it stuck and still does today. The part to remember is that circumcision is a visible boundary marker to show who’s inside the family and who’s outside the family; who’s one of us and who’s not. We still do that today, don’t we? We might not admit it to the person in the chair next to us, but we do. I know I do it, almost unconsciously, but I do. Do you see the challenge?: Peter knowingly sat down and had a non-kosher meal with unmarked/uncovenanted people, and did not require them to adhere to his customs. Something else united them. And the people wanted to know: why did he do this, and more honestly, how could he do this?

Peter isn’t angry or surprised at his home church’s response. He understood them because he had thought like them, and recently. He was one of them. But something had changed his life, and he patiently explains it to the church, as the Scripture says, step by step. In short, he confesses, “I was wrong. I was wrong about the non-Jews. I thought I knew, in fact I was certain they were beyond God’s saving reach, but boy was I wrong. God is alive and well and acting as powerfully in and through them as he is in and through us.”

The cause of this miraculous change in mindset, understanding, behavior, judgment--the cause of this conversion? Peter was, after all, the first disciple to call Jesus the Messiah or Christ; and he was one of the small handful on whom those tongues of flame came down and rested on the day of Pentecost--what more of a conversion did he need? He knew his Lord Jesus, he knew his sins were forgiven, he experienced the exciting new life opened up to him as a follower--what more did he need?

But something extraordinary happened to him. He was a changed man, and it began to change the church. Peter relays a vision, a revelation he has not once, not twice, but three times, as though God wanted to make sure he really got it and got it good. Or perhaps the third time stuck because for Peter three was a special number--the number of times he betrayed Jesus, the number of times he promised to love Jesus in action by feedig and tending his sheep
Something like a large sheet or blanket is lowered from heaven by its four corners, and on it are all sorts of non-kosher, living animals. A voice told him to kill and eat. This would be considered savagery, blatant transgression of sacred holiness codes around food, what’s acceptable and unacceptable, clean and dirty, inside the boundary and outside the boundary. It was not right, and Peter said so. But the voice said words that rung in his ears, and didn’t stop ringing for the rest of his life, “What God has made clean, you must not call profane.” Right after the third time this happened, Gentiles show up--those he previously would have considered dirty--and the Holy Spirit tells him to go and “not to make a distinction between them and us.” Peter goes to a Gentile man’s home and speaks to the man who had also had a vision to request Peter. As he does, the Holy Spirit fills the man and his family just as it did to the first disciples. In perhaps his most profound moment, Peter reflects: “If then God gave them (new Gentile Christians) the same gift that he gave us (Jewish Christians), who was I that I could hinder God?” Peter had been getting in the way of God’s redemptive plan, but no longer; the church community would take much longer to learn this truth. 
Right here is the moment of revelation, of conversion for the early church. Not ultimately with its confession of Christ crucified and raised; nor with its claim to Holy Spirit inspiration at Pentecost; but simply, powerfully, world-changingly in its inclusion of outsiders. 
The theological principle at work is clear. In God’s new kingdom no person is dirty, unacceptable, or unworthy for no other reason than that’s the way God’s done it. God has made all creatures, and all people, clean. There is no longer any physical boundary, no physical mark that defines whether we are in or out of relationship with God, because in Christ the relationship is offered to all people. For those who know God revealed in the person of Jesus, for the early church, and for the church community in every generation--for us--there is still a guiding boundary given for all he world to see and know who we are. We hear it in the Gospel of John this morning; it’s the new mark God wants his people known by: love for others like Jesus’ own love for others: love that doesn’t distinguish between class or race or religion or gender or anything--you name it.  
It’s the eleventh commandment, and it’s not that new; in fact, it’s as old as the other ten. Jesus referred to it when he answered the lawyer with the two greatest commandments of God to God’s people, to love God and love your neighbor. He showed us just what that love looked like and who that neighbor was when he described the dirty, poor, foreigner Samaritan who was not the same class, not the same race or ethnicity, not the same religion and in fact was detested as an enemy to all faithful people. And he showed us the power of that love to prevail against all odds when he broke through that last barrier between us and God, death, by rising victorious from the grave on Easter morning. The love of Christ through us can transcend all barriers and transform the people stuck behind them. 
We all want and hope to be loving people. And we know it’s a real struggle: it’s hard to do, hard to figure out how in some situations. Sometimes our instincts are right on, and sometimes they lead us in the wrong direction. Sometimes the situation or the person seems impossible to love. But do you see what’s going on in these readings this morning, what God’s trying to tell us? The vision given to Peter in this Acts story, and in fact the vision revealed to John that becomes this book of Revelation, Jesus’ commandment to love--none of it comes from us. We don’t manufacture this reality, nor do we have to; it does not come from the engine of our own minds or hearts, nor does it have to. God gives it freely, helps us love the unlovable just as God loves us when we are unlovable. You see, we don’t get the message of love by watching TV or listening to the radio or searching online. God gives it to us in this community called the church and commands us to act on it bravely. “Your ways are not our ways, O Lord,” says the prophet Isaiah, “nor are our ways your ways.” God chooses to open up his world to us and give us what we need to live out this vision. It’s powerful and life-changing; it’s an adventure full of surprise and hope and joy. 
We are now the people who continue the Book of Acts. The Acts of the Apostles now becomes the Acts of the Holy Cross church, the Episcopal Church, all those in every tradition who have caught a glimpse of this vision, heard the commandment to love. 
What does this mean for us? Hospitality, hospitality, hospitality. There’s not one of us here today who has not experienced being on the outside, or being pushed to the outside. We know what insecurity feels like, loneliness feels like, anxiety feels like, for some of us even fear. The antidote to this is something I hope everyone has experienced: the invitation to relationship. Love means inviting into relationship. 
We do this pretty well in this community, but there are still outsiders who desperately need to know the hospitality of Christ through this church. A fourth century preacher, St. John Chrysostum, put it well: “Do you want to honor Christ’s body? Then do not scorn him in his nakedness, nor honor him here in church with silken garments while neglecting him outside where he is cold and naked. The job of the Christian is to invite into people not to miss out on a life changing relationship with God in community. As a church family the way we engage other people--especially outsiders and strangers, is the way we engage God. We are to make ourselves the family to the outsiders. Today at 9:30, and for the next two Sundays, our adult forum focuses on the kind of hospitality that reaches the other, the outsider, today’s version of the Gentile, and I hope you’ll come.
This is a dream, Smedley, just open up your diocesan newspaper, or the Washington Post; it’s your age, maybe, your inexperience with the world as it is. Get real.

As I see it we the church have one of two choices: we can either give in and give up with the cynics, the easiest route, the path of least resistance, and the world may even commend us for being so relevant to the times we live in, to the real world. Or we can resist, take the road less traveled, the long way home, reach beyond our known worlds and make our life’s deepest ministry about hospitality to the outsider, the stranger, the poor, the hopeless, the homeless, the lost; to have people know us for our love that just keeps on loving. It’s America in the year 2007. The choice is ours.
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