The Reverend Richard R. Topping,  Ph.D                                        October 30th
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Open to Everyone
Bishop Will Willimon tells the story of a congregation where he was the Pastor.  
At this church they decided to initiate a church growth program. The neighbourhoods around the church were carefully divided up into districts.  Armed with pamphlets about the life and work of the congregation, groups went out two-by-two to those who lived close by. 
One of the couples ‘Helen and Gladys’ were given their district, and clear directions about how to get there. They were told where to concentrate their efforts. “You go down Summit Drive and turn right?  Got that: down Summit Drive and turn right!” 

Helen and Gladys were, however, both retired schoolteachers – approaching 80 - and they were more used to giving instructions than receiving them. Instead of obeying directions, they went the wrong way, and into the housing projects.  Helen and Gladys reached out, but they reached out to the wrong people. Helen and Gladys turned left instead of right, which meant that they proceeded to reach out to the wrong neighbourhood and to the wrong people.

When all the visitors returned from their day’s work, Gladys and Helen told the group of assembled teams, that they had made no meaningful connection that day – except with a woman named Verleen – a single mother of two – living in a three room apartment in the projects.  Nobody on their spurious route but Verleen was interested in visiting the church. Verleen had never been to church in her life, but for some unknown reason she accepted the invitation to church on that day.  
And sure enough on Sunday, Helen and Gladys proudly presented Verleen at the eleven o’clock service with her two feral-looking children.  She liked the service so much that she wanted to come to the Thursday Bible Study.  Helen and Gladys agreed to pick her up.  On Thursday, Verleen appeared, proudly clutching her new Bible, a gift of the women’s circle, the first Bible Verleen had ever seen much less owned.

The Bible study group that morning was on the topic of temptation.  “Have any of you ever been faced with temptation and with Jesus’ help resisted?  Have any of you ever refused some temptation because of your Christian commitment?” asked the Pastor. 

One of the women told about how, just the week before, there was some confusion in the supermarket checkout line, and before she knew it, she was standing outside the store with a loaf of bread she hadn’t paid for.  At first I thought, “Why should I pay for it?  They have enough money here as it is.  But then I thought, “No you are a Christian.”  So I went back in the store and paid them for the loaf of bread.

It was then that Verleen spoke. “Couple of years ago, I was into cocaine really big.  You know what that’s like!  You know how that stuff makes you crazy.  Well, any way, my boyfriend, not the one I’ve got now, the one who was the daddy of my first child, that one, well, we knocked over a gas station one night – got two hundred dollars out of it.  It was as simply as taking candy from a baby. 

Well, my boyfriend says to me, “Let’s knock off that Seven-eleven down on the corner.  And something in me says, “No, I’ve held up that gas station with you, but I ain’t going to hold up no convenience store.  He beat me up, but I still said no.  It felt great to say no, cause that’s the only time in my life I ever said no to anything.  Made me feel like somebody.”
Through the stunned silence, says Willimon, “I managed to mutter, ‘Well, er uh, that’s resisting temptation . . . And now it’s time for our closing prayer.’”
After he stumbled out of the church parlor and was standing in the parking lot, helping Helen into her Plymouth, she said to Willimon “You know, I can’t wait until next Thursday!  Your Bible studies used to be dull.  I think I can get a good crowd for this.”

The pastor concludes: “This is what you get, I said to myself, when you don’t follow directions, when you don’t do what the pastor tells you to do. This is what you get, a women from the projects named Verleen.” (The Intrusive Word ([Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994], p. 2.)
Just prior to our reading from Acts for this morning, the Apostle Peter has wandered into the housing projects. Up until chapter 10, the early Christian church has been centered in Jerusalem. The Christian church has been a Jewish Church.  But persecution has arises in Jerusalem, and the church scatters outward “into Judea, Samaria and to the ends of the earth.” 
The good-news about Jesus Christ is now announced to people outside the Jewish neighbourhood, eyebrows are raised. That the Christian faith should be brought to out-and-out Gentiles, was a scandal of epic proportions. For “it is unlawful for a Jew to associate with or to visit a Gentile  . . .” (NRSV, Acts 10:28).

But Peter, who is described by one commentator, as “a bit of a reckneck believer” (Proclamation: Easter [Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993], p. 4), has a sort of wild-kingdom, blue-planet, discover- channel vision.  In the vision Peter sees a large sheet lowered from heaven. On the sheet are four-footed animals, beasts of prey, reptiles and birds of the air. He receives a command from God, ‘rise and eat.’ 

Peter hesitates to obey. For some of these animals he is forbidden to eat by Jewish law. He has never eaten anything unclean or profane. Peter has an acquired and stubborn sense of what is acceptable.  And so the Trinity has got to work up a sweat to get Peter’s attention.  God repeats the command to rise and eat twice more. The vision suddenly ends. Peter is puzzled.  He’s never been good with metaphors.
God is preparing Peter to participate in a mission that God has already begun. Unknown to hesitant Peter, an angel of God has already spoken to a Gentile Roman soldier, named Cornelius. Devout Cornelius prays and an angel appears.  The angel tells Cornelius, “send for Peter.  It’s time church got inclusive.” 
God has decided to give his witnesses a bit of a shove into the work of outreach.  It is time for the infant Christian church to catch up with what God is doing in the world.  The church is too cautious and comfortable with its own familiar world.  The church has kept too much to the safe and easy world. The scope of who might belong to church has become limited by its ethnic origins.  And so God draws a praying soldier into the church of Jesus Christ; God uses a military man to introduce diversity into church.
If there is a clear lesson for the Church where it concerns the widening circle of the Christian message in the book of Acts, it is this – God is always running ahead of us.  We think we take the initiative in carrying the good-news to our world.  The truth is that God through the work of the Holy Spirit is always there before us, waiting for us to catch up with his work in the world.
As Peter is thinking about his vision, Cornelius’ Gentile servants arrive and ask him to come with them to visit Cornelius. The penny drops. Peter now understands the point of his vision about the unclean animals. What he had thought unclean and profane is in fact clean: God has said it. Peter invites the Gentiles who have come to stay in his house for the night (already he is showing hospitality to those he formerly considered profane!). 

The next day they set out for Cornelius’ house. Peter decides to follow the lead of God. Peter changes his mind about who’s in and who’s out.  He used to think that outreach meant getting more people like us.  He used to think Church membership meant living in the right neighbourhood.  He used to think being a Christian was largely a matter of social standing, ethnicity and good grammar.  

But if God is already working among people we thought unacceptable then we, not God, must be wrong about them.  Faced with a choice between his own judgement on the matter and God’s, Peter follows God’s lead.  Before Peter sets out to welcome a Gentile soldier into the church, he himself is first converted to a wider horizon that he ever imagined.  A whole new way of looking at other people dawns on Peter. 

In the very next chapter of the book of Acts, Peter explains what he has done among the Gentiles to a group of officials at church headquarters in Jerusalem.  They are unsure of his new outreach program; they question the wisdom of Gentile soldiers in church.  
Peter follows God’s lead and people are not happy with Peter.  Shouldn’t an apostle know better?  They criticize the bad precedent Peter has set. Chapter 11, vs. 2 “So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, they criticized him, saying, “Why did you go to uncircumcised men and eat with them.”  
The apostle has challenged “what we have always done” and now he must answer for it.  Peter makes a simple but powerful argument. He says, “Listen, when we believed in Jesus, God sent the Holy Spirit on we Jews. Now hear this, when Cornelius believed God sent his Holy Spirit on him and the whole motley Gentile unit.”  He finishes with these words: “who was that I that I could withstand God?”  
In other words, if God wants Gentile soldiers in church then we had better have Gentile soldiers in church.  If the gift of the Holy Spirit is given to Gentiles as God’s seal of approval then we had better get with God’s program.  If God approves them and welcomes them into the fellowship of Jesus Christ, how dare we quibble with God’s judgement? 

On the strength of Peter’s confession about what was happening with the Gentiles, they change their mind at church headquarters – church officials are converted to imagine larger boundaries for the church of Jesus Christ.     

And more than that.  In the place of skepticism and criticism there is praise for God.  Imagine that, they don’t resort, as the church sometimes does to: “but we have never seen that before” – which someone has said are the seven last words of a dying church.  
The Christians in Jerusalem change their minds and are happy to do so.  They were wrong and they admit it.  Their complaints are turned into praise for the exciting, innovative, challenging, barrier-breaking work of God.  God leads they follow.  
And this enlargement of church begins with one devout soldier.  Cornelius leads the way.  God’s work in this soldiers’ life gets church officials to change their minds.  “We [now] truly understand that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him, and does what is right is acceptable to him” (NRSV, Acts 10: 34).  

It is a point that is easily forgotten. From the beginning of the Christian church the problem of whose included and who’s not has been chronic.  Churches have sometimes tried to define their boundaries racially, patriotically, by class or cause, political stripe, or by socio-economic bracket.  
And yet, God has always run ahead of us breaking down the barriers that would shut people out.  In the work of outreach we are always playing catch up with God. God is constantly pushing us beyond the self-imposed barriers we erect. God is always working to convert the church. God sends us outsiders to us to open our imaginations to the world wide scope of the love of God.  God loves the whole world.   Everyone who is currently an outsider to the church of Jesus Christ is a potential insider by the grace of God.  I remember well an occasion of my own conversation to the wider work of God in the world. 
It was Friday afternoon about 4:30 and I was headed out the door of the church where I was Minister in Montreal.  At the door, I was accosted by a homeless guy.  At a downtown church, I met them often.  I was in a hurry and so I asked, “so what do you want?”  In a kind of impatient, hurry up and tell me kind of way.  He said, “You’re not very friendly.  Aren’t Christians supposed to be friendly.”   He was working his moves.  

I said, “What do you want.”  He said, “Didn’t Jesus say you’re supposed to love you neighbor?”  

Now I was annoyed.  “I’m the minister of this church,” I thought to myself.  “I interpret the Bible for a living.  I don’t need a homeless guy coming along and telling me what the Bible says.  I’ve got a Ph.D in biblical interpretation.  I teach theology at McGill! for heaven’s sake. Who does this stranger think he is instructing me how to treat people and welcome them at church?”

And do you want to know what still ticks me off  - this stranger, this outsider, this homeless man was absolutely right!    

Beware.  God comes among us to broaden our imaginations in perfect strangers.  Amen.     

Let us pray:

How great is your love, Lord God,

how wide is your mercy!

Never let us board up the narrow gate that leads to life

with rules or practices that you dismiss;

but give us a Spirit to welcome all people with affection,

so that your church may never exclude secret friends of yours,

who are included in the love of Jesus Christ.  Amen. 
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