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“Outward Journey pt 2 – Engaging our Bodies” 
Resurrecting Spirituality Series 

May 12, 2019 
Acts 10 

 
 One night this week Jessi was lying in bed with Elijah to say goodnight and they started 
to talk about how they think of God. And Elijah said the most beautiful thing… I asked him if I 
could share it with you all… because it gets to the core of what I’ve been trying to say about our 
bodies, and the outward journey, and our spiritual formation…   
 
“When I picture God,” Elijah said, “I think of a cool breeze coming off the ocean, in the 
morning.”  
 
You can see it, right?  That’s because body spirituality (as strange as it sounds at times) is one of 
the most natural things in the world. It’s the very reason most people will tell you they 
experience God most vibrantly when they are out in creation.  
 
 There’s a reason for that…  
 rooted in the intertwining of our bodies and souls. 
  
 When we are in nature, the 5 senses of our bodies are all interacting with the body of 
the earth… And even scientists will tell us that there all kinds of things that start happening in 
our bodies in those moments when we’re interacting with nature. 
 In fact, I’ve started to hear some research about how essential nature is to our well-
being. Apparently, there is a direct connection between having green space where you live, 
seeing trees, and bushes, and grass out your front door, and your mental health. 
 They are directly connected. 
 
 But we don’t really need scientists to tell us this, do we? We already know this from our 
own experience.  It’s why we are opened up and restored simply by being out in nature… even 
if that is just sitting out in the sun on your back patio after a week of rain and clouds… or even if 
it is raining, standing there in it for a moment and feeling it on your face…  
 
 The life of God is in it all… touching our souls through the experiences of our bodies.  
   
 And our formation begins to happen when we move past occasionally enjoying nature, 
which is good, to being intentional about it, to intentionally opening our soul to the presence of 
God coming to us…  within the body of the earth. That is transformational. 
 
 When the yearnings of our souls reach out through our own bodies to touch the life of 
God in the body of the earth… or the life of God in the body of another human being… 
 we begin to discover and awaken to God’s presence, and love, and power alive all 
around us…  
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 Which is exactly how Jesus lived, you know. Jesus was awake and aware of God’s 
presence and life all around him.  
 It’s one of the most striking things about Jesus. He had this profound awareness and 
connection to God. He spoke of God in this intimate-personal-present language of Abba, 
because he knew the presence of God all around him. 
 He knew it in the waters of the Jordan River when he was baptized, 
 He spoke to it in the churnings of the sea, 
 He recognized God in the body of the sick and unclean, 
  and in the body of the earth-- 
   in seeds and fields, 
   in bread and wine… 
 Jesus was profoundly aware of and connected to the heartbeat of God, pulsing in it all.   
 
 And we can be too. 
 
“When I picture God,” he said, “I think of a cool breeze coming off the ocean in the morning.”  
 
The more we grow in our spiritual formation, the more we discover that we can know God not 
just in propositions and ideas, but we can know God the way lovers come to know one another, 
flesh to flesh, body to body.  
 Through the sun, moon, and stars,  
  through earth, and sea, and mountains… trees and flowers,  
  through the bodies of men and women, the looks of human countenances, and 
the tones of human voices… It’s through these, that God’s soul is reaching out to our souls, 
  and our souls, can reach out to God.1 
 
 Which is exactly what we see happening to Peter in our story from Act 10.    
This is one of the most spiritually transformational moments for Peter and for the whole church 
recorded in the Bible. 

***** 
 Peter is up on a roof waiting for dinner, and the scriptures say he is hungry. Which 
means Peter’s body is heightened just a bit. He’s aware of his body. His senses are more awake 
than usual.  
 You know how hunger will do that? It’s why you should never go grocery shopping when 
you’re hungry, because everything looks good and you’ll end up buying too much. 
 
 Peter’s hungry. His body is awake to the smell of food wafting in the air… Maybe he 
smells all that unclean food being cooked down in the street at the local Roman temple. He 
smells the ribs, and pork chops, and greasy steaks sizzling on the grill… 
  and who knows what else…  
 

                                                        
1 A. J. Scott, refrenced by Newell, “Alexander John Scott” (lecture, Iona, Scotland, May 2018). 
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 And with his stomach grumbling, Peter falls into a trance… and starts dreaming of all 
kinds of forbidden fruit. 
  
And this is how God begins to speak to Peter.  
Think about that.  This whole encounter…starts with the longings of his body…  
 Through his hunger, and smells in the air, and his mouth watering… God reaches into 
Peter’s soul to say, “It is good, Peter. Don’t call my creation unclean.” 
 
 Now remember, that was heresy as far as Peter and the rest of the disciples were 
concerned. The scriptures were real clear about this sort of thing and Peter and the other 
Christians could quote it chapter and verse.  They knew what God thought. It was right there in 
their Bibles. 
  
 But the vision came again, and again his stomach grumbled, and his mouth watered … 
through the longings of his body. 
 In other words, Peter’s body already knew what his mind could hardly fathom. “Do not 
call something unclean that I have made clean…” the voice said.  
 And Peter’s soul is being cracked open.  
 

****** 
 But… and this is key… the formation and the story just begin there. There is more for 
Peter to do. And that’s what I want to invite us to see today. It’s the other side of body 
spirituality.  
 First, our soul can be shaped through our bodies’ instincts and 5 senses. 
 But also, our souls are shaped through our bodies’ actions,  
  by our doing….  
  by engaging the energy of our body to go and do  
   what God is calling us to go and do. 
 God gave us power to act. And when we use our body, it fundamentally shapes our 
souls.  
 
 Peter doesn’t know what all this vision means, until he gets up, and goes…. 
 
 And again, this isn’t just any going. It was “breaking the law,” as he puts it. Entering the 
home of a Gentile… and not just any Gentile, but a Roman Centurion… was a violation of what 
was expected of any good Jewish or Christian person.  
 
 But Peter has a hunch he’s supposed to.  
 So, he goes.  
 He acts.  
 He greets Cornelius… and then, he goes into Cornelius’ home, meets him and his family 
face to face… and Peter’s formation takes another significant leap.  
 Because now the vision of the food, the vision that he couldn’t quite figure out in his 
head… now… now he recognizes what the vision was actually about, people….  
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 He understands because he’s standing face to face with Cornelius and his family.  
 … Remember, God’s soul reaches out to us, through the bodies of men and women, 
through the looks of human countenances and the tones of human voices.  
 
 When Peter walks into their home, his soul touches something of God’s soul.  “Oh! Now 
I get it. What God was showing me is that I should not call anyone profane or unclean.” Peter 
says.  
 
 This is a radical proclamation for Peter. It goes against everything his tradition has 
taught him.  And it happens because Peter engaged his body in going. It happened because 
Peter acted.  
 

***** 
 And the same will often be true for our own formation. 
 
  Sometimes we get the idea that spiritual formation is all about reflective moments, or 
serene moments, or introspection. And yes, those are absolutely key. But some of our most 
profound formation happens when we act. It happens when we serve the world… And that’s 
especially true when we go to meet, or serve, or enter the home of someone who is radically 
different than ourselves.  
 
 Last month I told you my story of being in Calcutta, and how it deeply it formed me… 
when I suddenly recognized that in serving this dying, crippled child, I was seeing the face of 
God. And you bet that reshapes the soul. It changes how you see the world.   
 And the truth is, my story is not all that unique.  
 When we go and serve the world, when we engage our bodies as the hands and feet of 
Christ… especially when we do that in ways that take us out of our comfort zone, we can be 
profoundly changed. 
 
 When I was in college, I spent my summers working in a small, poor village outside of 
Monterrey, Mexico. Each week we hosted a different church to come and spend a week 
working with us.  
 
 And so, each summer I was there, these groups would come back each year to do hard 
work in that hot Mexican sun.   
 They would use pick axes to dig out latrines by hand for a home, 
 or they’d mix concrete by hand on the ground, and create bucket brigades to carry the 
concrete up two stories to pour a roof, 
 or play with the children, and lead activities until they were exhausted.  
 
 And by the end of every week, the people that came and served would say the same 
thing every time. They somehow, despite their intentions, but somehow… they received more 
than they gave. 
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 They would say that being there made them see the world and see their lives… and even 
see God differently…  
 
 Serving, going, doing… reshaped their souls… 
  just as it did Peter’s  
 

***** 
 Peter went. He acted. And as a consequence, he began to recognize what God was 
actually up to in the world. “Do not call anyone unclean,” the Spirit was trying to tell him. 
 
 But that’s not all.  In fact, it was just a crack opening up in Peter’s soul. Then, as he starts 
talking about Jesus, suddenly the Spirit interrupts him with something even more radical that 
Peter still could not have imagined.  
 The Gentiles themselves, the Roman Centurion and his household, are filled with the 
Spirit of God. Peter, and the other church leaders with him were “astounded” the scriptures 
say. They could not believe their eyes. They were astounded! 
 
 And the crack in their understanding about God, 
  that crack opening in their souls, gets split wide open. 
 Peter and the other believers there are radically transformed.   
They are being converted to what God is doing in the world! 
  
 In fact, this is the most profound part of the whole story. Because suddenly, not only 
are “these people,” these “others” to be treated with dignity.  
 Now Peter and the other Christians have to recognize that God’s holy presence is in 
them.  God is already there, in those people we thought were unclean.  
 Suddenly for Peter, it’s not enough to be welcoming. Now Peter’s soul gets ripped 
open and he becomes both welcoming and affirming.  
 
 And that’s dangerous stuff. 
 I mean what if we happened to have the same thing happen to us? 
 
 What if we went into the home of one of the Muslim families in our neighborhood and 
suddenly discovered that the holy presence and spirit of God… that same spirit of God in us, 
was already in them? 
 
 Or what if we went to serve at the International Food Pantry one Saturday morning, and 
in the middle of handing out boxes of food we discovered that the same life of God, the 
presence of Christ we have experienced, is already in the bodies of the homeless and hungry? 
 
 Or what if we went to visit some law-breakers… some prisoners… some illegal family… 
and discovered the Spirit of God that fills us, has already filled them?  
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 It might just create an earthquake right down the center of our souls… radically 
changing us in ways we could hardly imagine.  

 
 You see, the outward path of spiritual formation 
  invites us to engage our bodies with the very body of the earth, 
  and with all the bodies of men, and women, and children…… who look and 
smell so different from our own. The outward path invites us to act, and serve, and be 
transformed by it all.  
 

***** 
Peter and the other Christians are being transformed. And they do the radical thing that 
changes the nature of the church. They baptize those unclean Gentiles right then and there… 
which just makes a mess in the early Church.   
  
 Peter and the other Christians with him… they have to go back to their community and 
figure out what it all means and how to live this out…. and it’s not easy. 
 
 You see, this is just Acts 10. This kicks off the great controversy that drives the rest of 
the story of the early church.  In Chapter 11, Peter gets called to the headquarters in Jerusalem 
to answer for what he’s done. Baptizing Gentiles? You can’t do that. They have to be 
circumcised first, like us. “Yeah, but the spirit was already in them,” Peter says. “If you had been 
there, you would have seen it too!” 
 
 By Chapter 15 there is the first great counsel in the church to try to work out all this 
controversy over who is in and who is out…. on what kind of bodies have the spirit of God and 
what kind do not.  
And it almost looks like it gets settled there, but it doesn’t. 
  
 And the same controversy continues on  
 in Paul’s letters and ministry  
  and even after Paul had died…  
 And I would say even on into today…  
  in all the questions the church universal is wrestling with  
   around inclusion, and orientation, and identity…  
   and whose bodies are holy and whose are not,  
   and whose bodies are legal and whose bodies are not. 
 
 All that controversy starts here, in Acts 10. And for the rest of Christian history we’ve 
been trying to work this out.  
 
 Peter is transformed at Cornelius’ house, but then he has to bring it back home… and 
that is where the hardest work begins. This will always be true of our spiritual formation. 
Bringing it back home to the nitty gritty of our lives is incredibly hard. But it’s the whole point!  
Otherwise, it really doesn’t mean much at all.  
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 And I want to be clear about this, because this is what we often miss: 
 

 While serving others in another part of the world can be inspiring and transformational, 
  and visiting nature in beautiful places can be healing… it has not reshaped your 
soul… until you learn to bring that same awareness and energy of your body right back into 
your everyday life… with a deeper kind of love. 

…  right back into the very place … 
   where there are dishes to do, and a house to clean,  
   and cars to fix, and children to comfort, and pets to train,  
   and spouses to forgive, and co-workers to be patient with, and demands 
to face. 
 
 All of it can become part of our spiritual formation if we come at it with soulful 
intention, engaging our senses, noticing our instincts, doing what is ours to do, and being still 
when it’s time to be still. 
 

****** 
 
 And so, again this week, I have two practices that I want to invite you to try.  Last week I 
invited you to listen to your body and engage your 5 senses. This week I want you to practice 
the “doing” part of body spirituality.  
 Practice engaging the energy of your body… with the intention of opening up your soul 
in 2 ways. 
 
  Here’s the first practice: Try to find one person who is a stranger, preferably someone 
different than you in some significant way, but find one person you don’t already know, and 
have a meaningful conversation with them. Get to know their story.  
 Or if talking’s not your thing, then find a way to serve someone who is different than 
you. And in your serving and conversation, allow your soul to be open to how God might be 
meeting you through them… through the stranger.  
 Don’t just think about it. Do it. Find a way.  
 
 Now the second practice is similar, but I want to challenge you to do that… with 
someone you live with, work with, or go to school with.  
 It could be even be doing something for someone that you do every week, like making 
the kids’ lunch. The only difference is to bring a kind of soul intention to your work. In your 
serving, allow your soul to be open and present to recognize the holiness in what you’re doing.  
 
 That’s it:  
 One with a stranger,  
 one with someone you know well.  
 
The key to both is bringing your soul’s intention to encountering God in your work. 
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 So, do… but don’t do out of obligation or resentment, do with love…  
 and “do” with humility…  
  and allow your “doing” 
   to shape your soul into the image of Christ.  
 
 Amen. 
 
Silent Reflection 
 

When I love God, I love the beauty of bodies, the rhythm of movements, the shining of 
eyes, the embraces, the feelings, the scents, the sounds of all this protean creation. When I love 
you, my God, I want to embrace it all, for I love you with all my senses in the creations of your 
love. In all the things that encounter me, you are waiting for me.2 
  ~ Jurgen Moltmann 
 

                                                        
2 Jurgen Moltmann, A Broad Place: An Auto Biography, trans. Margaret Kohl. (Minneapolis: Fortress 

Press, 2008), 349-50. Quoted in Angela H. Reed, Quest for Spiritual Community: Reclaiming Spiritual Guidance for 
Contemporary Congregations (London: T&T Clark, 2011), 147. 


