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The people in Peter's home church didn't like what they'd been hearing. That is, it had gotten 
back to the church matriarchs and patriarchs, the ones who thought they controlled the purse 
strings, that over in Joppa where Peter had been preaching Gentiles had been welcomed into the 
church! So, when Peter got back home to Jerusalem, the good Jewish-Christian believers there 
let him have it! “What were you thinking!?” “What in the world is going on with you?” “Why 
would you have ever gone to uncircumcised men and eaten with them?!” 
 
Now, you remember, the earliest churches those located in Jerusalem and perhaps Galilee were 
made up of Jews. And though they thought of themselves as people who'd received a new 
insight into who God is, and what God is doing, it was still in the context of Judaism. They 
didn't think of themselves as having converted to a new religion. God was “their” God, the God 
of the Jews. And it wasn't that Gentiles couldn't change, just that they needed to, before they or 
God would really welcome them! So, you see, the church folks were saying to Peter, “these 
people are unclean, unacceptable as they are, they need to change, they need to become like us 
(if they can) then maybe we'll accept them.” “You can't just go and eat with them and extend to 
them the welcome and hospitality of God, as they are, baptizing them as part of us, as part of 
Christ as they are, Peter! What were you thinking?” 
 
They didn't like what they'd been hearing. They didn't like it one bit. Well, we know what that's 
like. Right? We do. Whenever the church starts moving beyond being a “club” of people “like 
me,” and actually starts being “church” being a people on a journey with Jesus, living with 
others in the community and the world Jesus' way, some folks in the church are not going to 
like it. Because we all like our clubs! We all like spending time with folks that we share things 
in common with, that we share common values with and a common outlook on life, a common 
worldview. We like that, it's just natural. And it makes us feel comfortable and at home. 
 
I spent couple of days earlier this week at a continuing education event over in Stafford. It was 
entitled “Connecting with the Disconnected.” One of the speakers for that event was Tyrone 
Gordon. He is an African-American United Methodist minister who now serves a church in 
Dallas, but for a number of years served a church in Wichita, Kansas. This church in Wichita 
was, as he said, “in the hood.” I mean really, “in the hood.” It was inner city inner city. Well, 
the church experienced some great growth while he was there, and after it really started taking 
off, after a couple of years, about 20% of his worshiping congregation was white. In an inner 
city black church. 
 
Gordon said he was feeling pretty good about himself. He was thinking, “I've even got white 
folks coming!” It was about that time that some of the long time members of the congregation 
showed up at his office one day, unannounced. They came in and wanted to talk to him. They 
said, “Preacher, what's going on?” He said, “What do you mean?” And they said, “What's with 
all these white folks coming?” And they said, “You know, they're not like us. They don't 
worship like us. They don't understand us. And you know they can't sing and sway and clap 
hands at the same time!” “They're just not like us.” And Gordon said, “Oh, now this 
conversation's starting to sound familiar.” 
 
But, you know it's a problem for all of us, isn't it? Because these days in our society, we all can 
and often are feeling displaced. You know, there are the obvious exiles, those who have been 
made exiles by the force of our society, those who are labeled as outsiders in some way, 
rejected and ostracized. We would think of the poor and poorly educated, illegal immigrants, 
and gays and lesbians. Some of those are largely invisible to us, while others are to some extent 
visible and vocal among us. But, secondly, there are also those who the world would judge as 



“normal” conventional, establishment types who are feeling like they're exiles. Because so 
many of the old institutions in our society seem to be experiencing failure, so many of the old 
values seem to be vanishing that a whole lot of these folks are also experiencing themselves as 
displaced persons, feeling anxious and under threat, ill at ease in society. 
 
So, what happens is what we see happening all around us and in us. People live in this kind of 
“under siege” mentality. We, all of us, start drawing the lines around us and between us a little 
bit darker. Us and them, and it comes from all segments of our society. “They're not like us and 
I don't really want to associate with them!” So, it's a problem for us, just like it was for Tyrone 
Gordon's church members. Because, God knows we need a place where we can feel at home, 
don't we? But, maybe that's the key recognition we need to make, that it is the same for all of 
us. Everyone is asking, gays, illegal immigrants, black, white, rich and poor...“How can I be 
gathered into true life?” “How can I finally feel “at home?” If we can see that, then maybe we 
won't be upset at losing our “club” of people like us, because we can see that what we all need 
is this new kind of community.  
 
You remember in the story in Acts, it wasn't an easy thing for Peter to come to see and 
understand, either. It took God's vision, didn't it? Right? It took a vision from God for Peter. 
You remember, in Peter's vision he sees this large sheet coming down from heaven and inside it 
were all these “unclean” (I mean Peter had grown up his whole like thinking these things were 
disgusting!) animals. And, he hears a voice saying to him, “Get up, Peter; kill and eat.” Eat 
these disgusting things!? Peter says, “No way!” “I've never put anything like this in my 
mouth.” “But a second time the voice answered from heaven, 'What God has made clean, you 
must not call profane.'” And this happened three times.  
 
It seemed to take Peter three times on lots of things he was trying to learn about himself and 
about God. I won't say he was a slow learner, but maybe just that he learned best by 
memorization. He had to have it repeated several times! And then, of course, you remember, 
God drops the other shoe. These Gentile men show up looking for him, and Peter feels like God 
is telling him to go with them. That is, Peter got it. He understood what this vision was trying to 
tell him. He opened himself up to people he didn't want to. He shared God's love and 
hospitality toward people who were not at all like him. And when he did that, what he found 
out was that God could and was giving to them the same gifts of the Spirit with which he was 
forming this new community. 
 
You remember what those gifts are right? Tongues, healing, discernment, preaching, faith, 
hope, love. Said Peter, if God is doing this, giving these people I once called “disgusting” the 
ability to live in faith and hope and love, who am I to exclude them? Said God to Peter, “Don't 
call someone profane (evil, disgusting, stupid, less than) who I made.” Friends, if we're being 
the church, God is forming us into a new kind of community. It is a community where there is 
no more “us” and “them” but only a new “we.” Because this new “we” recognizes that although 
“home” is a place of old stories told and treasured, and of being at ease, and known by name, 
all of those things, but home's most defining characteristic is that it is a place of belonging 
without qualifying for membership. And so this new community can never be a club of people 
“like us” in whatever way we've decided we want them to be like us. Instead, we are to practice 
a new kind of hospitality which according to this story in Acts (the Word for us today!) has two 
marks. 
 
The first mark is this: we are to be a people who refuse to engage in labeling. This is important, 
Peter doesn't say God revealed to me that there's no such thing as that which is profane or 
impure, but rather “don't you call them that.” Because you see, what happens when we call 
someone that, when we label people is that it starts to actually form the reality of the  person or 
people in question. We know that, don't we? When we call someone something, we're helping 
to make that person actually be that thing! We did that to black people in this country for years, 



didn't we? We used to say that they were more stupid and lazy than whites, and it was justified 
by a whole series of bogus arguments about the supposed differences in brains between the 
races. And it was used to justify a whole series of separations and discriminations which were 
economically convenient for a whole lot of people, but which corresponded to no reality at all 
about some supposed differences. The difference was created artificially by what we called 
people, and consequently was believed by and to the detriment of both races. So, that's the first 
mark of the community God is transforming us into. We are to be a people who refuse to call 
anyone profane or impure, who refuse to label people. 
 
And that mark, that discipline opens the way for the second mark. The second mark is that then 
we can recognize God at work in the other. Friends, we've got to stop labeling even in our own 
minds, so that we are no longer afraid to tunnel out of our club here, tunnel out of our 
“Christian bubble” and start hanging out with folks who aren't like us. Because, you know 
what, then we'll find out that God will make us his Word of love to them in the flesh. The Body 
of Christ. That's us.  
 
We should have known and I suppose Peter should have known. After all, there is one 
particular man who was called impure who we know now was anything but. Impure as an 
expelled traitor, impure as executed by the state in the most shameful way, impure as dead. 
Raised up by God, even Jesus Christ. He gives that body that was called impure, but in whom 
God was fully present, to us, to form us. Come and eat. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


