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 Christianity is a way of being and becoming. It’s a way of life… that becomes for 
us a journey of transformation. The church has often missed that along the way. It’s one 
thing to believe that Christ was crucified, dead, buried, and resurrected on the third day.  
It’s something more to allow the Christ-life to shape who we are… and who we are 
becoming… And not to just allow that once or twice… but to keep allowing that, again 
and again.  
 
 That’s hard for us. And yet, that is what the heart of Christianity is about. It’s not 
just a set of beliefs, although our theology is important. In fact, I think our theology is 
more important than we give it credit for most of the time. But our theology, our beliefs, 
our tradition, and even our practices… are more like signposts that guide the journey.  
 
 And yet, we often confuse the signposts for the journey itself. We make them the 
end game. When the reality is, they are simply pointing for us the way. They are guides 
in the very confusing world and messy lives that we live. Our theology and our practices 
aren’t there to tie us down, but to help us along the way, because at its deepest heart, 
Christianity is a way of being and becoming. A way of life that becomes for us a journey 
of transformation. 
 
 Which means then that there will be a lot of changes for us along the way. That’s 
what a journey always does. It changes how you see the world and how you see 
yourself… and maybe even more so, it changes how you understand who God is and 
what God is up to and what God is asking of you. 
 

***** 
 That’s what Peter is facing again today. By this point we are a third of the way 
through the book of Acts and we’ve known Peter for quite some time. Back in the gospel 
stories, he was one of the first people that Jesus invited to become a disciple. At that 
point, early on, Peter left his life behind to follow Jesus. It was his first step into the 
Christian journey. 
 
 Halfway through the gospel story Jesus asks the disciples what they think of him. 
“Who do you say that I am?” Jesus asks. And Peter becomes the first person to make a 
profession of faith. “You are the Christ. The son of the living God.” His eyes are 
opened to see a deeper truth about Jesus that he hadn’t seen before.  He’s getting his 
theology in place. But Peter still has a long way to go. 
 
 After the cross and resurrection comes Pentecost. The resurrected Jesus has 
ascended into heaven, and the disciples are gathered in the upper room, when the Holy 
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Spirit comes on them like tongues of fire… and they are filled and empowered in a 
unique way. And no one more so than Peter. The church is born and Peter moves from 
hiding in a room to boldly proclaiming the gospel… even in the midst of persecution. It’s 
another moment of conversion for him.  
 
 He’s received the Holy Spirit. If there were ever a time to think he has arrived… 
for him to be able to say, “Ah, now I see what God is up to. Now I get it.” it would be 
now. Certainly he has been transformed. But there is another earthquake in his faith 
waiting for him in the home of a Roman Soldier, in the home of an unclean Gentile. 
 
 In fact, what takes place in this story is so completely outside of the boundaries of 
what the Church understands and expects, 
 it’s so outside the boundaries of what the scriptures have taught them, 
 and outside the boundaries of what they understood of Jesus’ teaching to be, 
 that Peter receives a vision three times in order to prepare him for this moment. 
 
 He’s on a roof praying. And his stomach starts grumbling. He can smell lunch 
cooking downstairs, and I imagine that mixed in with the smell is the charcoal grill from 
the roman temple down the street cooking all those savory sacrifices… and handing out 
lunch to the crowds there.  
 Even though Peter’s never tasted it, his mouth starts watering with visions of 
turkey smoking on a spit… of juicy steaks dripping into the fire…. of greasy bacon 
sizzling… and he can see them all there on this white linen table cloth that’s come down 
like a heavenly banquet. Makes my mouth water just talking about it! 
 
 Then he hears what is surely the voice of temptation saying, “Peter… come and 
have a little bite…. One little taste won’t hurt you.” 
 “No!” he says in his determined faithfulness. “Absolutely not. I’ve never eaten 
anything that is profane or unclean.” 
 “This isn’t profane Peter. This is good.” 
 
 But it was profane. Scripture said so, and Peter could have quoted it chapter and 
verse. He probably did to get his mind off it… saying it to himself up on the rooftop,“and 
the pig, for though it divides the hoof, thus making a split hoof, it does not chew cud, it is 
unclean to you. You shall not eat of their flesh nor touch their carcasses; they are 
unclean to you. Leviticus 11:7&8.”   
 
 He’s repeated it 100 times.  After all, it was the VBS theme verse every other year 
growing up. They had these games of sorting through all the animal crackers… clean and 
unclean. And if you got it right, you got to eat all the clean animals… but you had to have 
the will power to throw the unclean ones away.  
 
 So, the voice he heard obviously couldn’t have been from God, because it goes 
against scripture. Those animals are most definitely profane. But then, it happens again, 
this vision of turkey and steak and bacon… a meat lovers banquet. “Peter… come and 
eat.” This time he sang the VBS theme song to give him will power. [sing to “Jesus Love 
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Me” tune] “They are all profane. They are all unclean. They are all profane, the bible 
tells me so.” 
 
 “What God has made clean, do not call profane…. Peter come and eat.” the 
voice says. 
 “No. Stop asking.” 
 “Do not call profane what God has made clean, Peter.” 
 
 Three times he has this vision. And he has no idea what it’s supposed to mean. 
It’s like a rip between his heart and mind… between his belief and this experience. And 
the text says he is confused and doesn’t know what to make of this. You bet he was. 
 
 About that time, Cornelius servants show up and the Sprit is very clear. “Go with 
them and don’t ask questions.”  So, against Peter’s better judgment he goes and enters the 
house of Cornelius, and when he get’s there, there is this crowd of people just staring at 
him.  
 And Peter says, “You all know that I’m breaking some rules even by entering 
the house of a Gentile. But God has shown me that I should not call anyone profane 
or unclean.” 
 
 In other words, Peter is starting to get his mind around the vision he’s had. It’s not 
about food… not really anyway. It’s about people… people that we call clean or 
unclean… fit for the community or not fit for the community.“God has shown me that I 
should not call anyone profane or unclean” he says. 
 
 
 Well, they ask him to tell them what his message from God is. So, Peter starts 
telling them about Jesus… about his life death and resurrection… and about the 
forgiveness of sin in Jesus’ name. And right there in the middle of Peter’s sermon the 
Holy Spirit shows up and falls again… but this time not on Peter… The Spirit of God is 
manifest in the Gentiles… in the profane, unclean people.  
  
 Peter and the other believers he brought with him were shocked. “They were 
astounded” the text says. This moment is an earthquake, and not just for Peter, but for 
the entire church.  
 
 You see there was a way for the gentiles to become part of the community of 
faith. It required certain attention to certain genitalia. And if you weren’t willing to abide 
by the scripture in this area, you couldn’t become a member of the church, “for the bible 
tells me so.”  But here God goes, completely ignoring the tradition and the scriptures and 
baptizes them with the Holy Spirit anyway.  
 
 This is so controversial that when the Church back in Jerusalem, the headquarters 
of the church, find out what has happened and that Peter was party to it, and even 
baptized them… they call him to the carpet. It sets off a huge controversy.  
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 And so Peter tells them what happened. And Luke, the writer of Acts, writes out 
Peter’s vision all over again… so that when you’re reading this story you hear it again: 
The blanket from heaven, the variety of meat, the invitation to eat. Peter’s refusal. And 
the meaning “What God has made clean, you must not call profane.” 
 
 And when the leaders of the church heard this, “they were silenced” the text 
says. What can you do? Apparently God was the one that was breaking God’s rules. 
 
 As it says in Isaiah, “for my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your 
ways my ways, says the Lord. For as high as the heavens are above the earth, so are 
my ways higher than your ways, and my thoughts than your thoughts.”1 
 
 God will not be limited by our understandings… even the ones we believe God 
ordained. That’s so frustrating, isn’t it? 
  

***** 
 I want to tell you a very personal story. It’s probably the most personal and risky 
story I’ve ever told from this pulpit. So I want to say that I share this with you as a fellow 
traveler on the journey… who clearly does not have all the answers but is still finding my 
way. And yet, this is my story, my testimony. So I ask for grace from you in your hearing 
of it. 
 By the time I finished seminary I had spent some time in deep study and 
reflection on one group in particular that the church calls unclean. I’d had gay friends in 
college and cared a lot about their struggles with the church. And so I explored all the 
biblical arguments on both sides of this issue.  
 And from everything I could see in my most honest humble searching at the time, 
I didn’t see any way around it. The bible treats homosexuality as a sin. And as someone 
who cares deeply about the scripture and takes them very seriously, I simply couldn’t 
dismiss that. 
 
  About a year out of seminary, I accepted an invitation to pastor a small church in 
Liberty. My first week in the office I got a call from Jessi. She had locked herself out of 
our new home. Being that we were new to the neighborhood and didn’t know a soul, she 
went to the only house that had a garage door open and knocked on the door.  
 
 She was warmly greeted by our neighbors, invited in, and allowed to use the 
phone. As she looked around their house, she noticed that there were pictures of two 
women and two little girls hanging on the walls. The obvious lack of men in the family 
photos didn’t take her long to guess that our neighbors were lesbians.  
 
 At dinner that night she told me what she had seen and among the many thoughts 
we had was the realization that they just found out a Baptist pastor moved across the 
street. Stereotypes being what they are, they were probably thinking “Well, there goes the 
neighborhood!” 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Isaiah	  55:8-‐9	  
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 Over the next several weeks Jessi and I had several more conversations about our 
neighbors. We talked about our faith and our conflicting emotions and thoughts about the 
issue of homosexuality. Out of the muddy waters of our conversations, one conviction 
floated to the surface right away. As followers of Christ, we are to love and embrace all 
people, even if we had mixed convictions about their lifestyle. 
 
 That seems obvious enough, but it was complicated for us. Real life always is.  As 
I mentioned, our neighbors had two daughters. Their youngest daughter was the same age 
as Noelle, and they hit it off right away. It was clear that these relationships were going to 
be shaping our children’s view on this issue.   
 
 The decisions we made and the kind of relationship we developed with our 
neighbors were going to teach our children something. Either our children would grow up 
seeing a lesbian relationship as a normal thing, one of many options. Or we were going to 
teach them to shun those who are different and who disagree with us. It was obvious that 
our faith in Christ would not allow us to do the second. The only option we had was to 
love our neighbors as ourselves, and trust God with the rest. 
 
 In the midst of these discussions and our growing friendship, I developed a 
conviction about their family rather quickly. It was obvious that this was a loving and 
healthy family.  Despite what I thought about homosexuality, I was convinced that 
breaking up this healthy family unit would be a greater wrong. It would have broken the 
loving covenant commitment that these two women made to one another, to their 
children, and to God.  
 
 That brings me two another crack in my understanding.  Even though these were 
not the first gay friends I had, they were the first gay friends that were also committed 
and faithful Christians in a committed and faithful relationship. 
 
 Over time we began talking with them about our mutual Christian faith. I learned 
that they had been on the leadership board of their last church in the downtown area, but 
have been looking for a church closer to home for their girls. They found a new church 
home in a local Methodist church that they were really enjoying. This church wasn’t 
officially “open and affirming,” but that didn’t matter. 
 
 Our lesbian neighbors didn’t need their church to make some kind of statement 
about them. They simply needed a home where they and their daughters were safe. They 
needed a church that would let them worship and offer their gifts as they grew in Christ. 
They needed a place that wouldn’t shun them or whisper things in their daughters’ ears 
that would tear their family apart. In other words, they were looking for the same thing 
that every Christian family is looking for: a community rooted in the love of God made 
known in Christ.  
 At the same time, they began to realize that I wasn’t the kind of Baptist pastor 
they had grown up with.  I was more interested in getting to know them, than 
condemning them.  They didn’t know that Baptists could be open to honest and loving 
friendships with homosexuals. 
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 Over the course of a few years those two women became some of our closest 
friends in this new town. In fact, we were closer to them than any family in our church. 
We also realized at one point that we’d rather our kids spend time in their home than in 
many of the homes represented in the congregation that weren’t healthy. We trusted 
them, and they us.  
 
 Gradually, we all began to change. You might say that all of us experienced a 
kind of conversion through our relationship… the kind of conversion where truth 
emerges in the midst of relationships and life.  You see, the entrance of these two saints 
of the church into my life was my own encounter with Cornelius. It’s in relationship with 
them that I’ve heard God say, “Do not call anything impure that I have made clean.” 
And so I found myself as confused and surprised as Peter. 
 

***** 
 Now I know, maybe better than anyone here, that we are a diverse group of 
people, with different opinions and different nuances to those opinions, and so I don’t 
share my personal story as a way to inciting controversy or even making demands on 
you. That’s the Spirits’ business, not mine.But I share this as a way of saying that I’m 
convinced you and I are no more farther down the road in this journey of following Christ 
than Peter was up on the roof top.  
 
 God is at work in our world…. in places and ways that don’t fit our categories of 
understanding or faithfulness. And as hard as it is for us to understand, God is out ahead 
of us… always inviting us to more and more conversion… that doesn’t mean to being 
more Conservative or to becoming more Progressive.. but to “being transformed by the 
renewing of our minds” as it says in Hebrews. 
  
 If it’s a journey of converting, then it is an ongoing turning toward God. Because 
God keeps asking us to turn again, 
 and turn again  
 and turn again toward Christ…  
 and to keep allowing our hearts and minds to be open enough to being converted 
in new and unexpected ways. 
 
 Which means then that this Christian life is really a life that is always turning 
closer and closer to the center… like a labyrinth path turning us sometimes in surprising 
ways… but despite what it seams, always moving us closer to One who is our center. 

***** 
 Even after this moment, Peter has more converting to do. He eventually goes 
backwards on the journey. He stops eating with the Gentiles… and only has table 
fellowship with the Jews, and Paul comes behind him and calls him to the carpet once 
more for this hypocrisy. 
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 Even after we’ve had a moment of clarity, a conversion, it’s hard to keep going 
down that path… to really change. It was for Peter. And it still is for the church, who this 
story is really about. 
 
 From the very beginning the church has needed ongoing conversion. And we have 
continued to in each new generation…  
 repenting and converting…  
 every listening…  
 open to the Spirit of God calling us,  
  shaping us,  
  guiding us along this way of being and becoming…    
 transforming us into the ever truer body of Christ. 
 
 This is our blessed calling.  
 May it be happening to us even now. 
 
Amen.  
 
 
 
 


