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Prayer for Illumination

Acts 11: 1-18
Now the apostles and the believers who were in Judea heard 
that the Gentiles had also accepted the word of God. 
So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, 
the circumcised believers criticized him, saying, 
“Why did you go to uncircumcised men and eat with them?” 

Then Peter began to explain it to them, step by step, saying, 
“I was in the city of Joppa praying, 
and in a trance I saw a vision. 
There was something like a large sheet coming down from heaven, 
being lowered by its four corners; 
and it came close to me. 
As I looked at it closely I saw four-footed animals, 
beasts of prey, reptiles, and birds of the air. 
I also heard a voice saying to me, 
‘Get up, Peter; kill and eat.’ 
But I replied, ‘By no means, Lord; 
for nothing profane or unclean has ever entered my mouth.’ 
But a second time the voice answered from heaven, 
‘What God has made clean, you must not call profane.’ 
This happened three times; 
then everything was pulled up again to heaven. 

At that very moment three men, sent to me from Caesarea, 
arrived at the house where we were. 
The Spirit told me to go with them 
and not to make a distinction between them and us. 
These six brothers also accompanied me, 
and we entered the man’s house. 
He told us how he had seen the angel standing in his house and saying, 
‘Send to Joppa and bring Simon, who is called Peter; 
he will give you a message by which you and your entire 
household will be saved.’ 
And as I began to speak, 
the Holy Spirit fell upon them 
just as it had upon us at the beginning. 
And I remembered the word of the Lord, how he had said, 
‘John baptized with water, 
but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.’ 
If then God gave them the same gift that he gave us 
when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, 
who was I that I could hinder God?” 

When they heard this, they were silenced. 
And they praised God, saying, 
“Then God has given even to the Gentiles 
the repentance that leads to life.”



“Reset—Part IV:  Sense of Direction”

For as long as the Hebrew people existed, there’d been a line separating them from the rest of the world. There were to be Hebrews—and non-Hebrews.  Jews and Gentiles.  Granted, the Hebrews were small in number compared to the rest of the world.  But their identity didn’t stem from their size or their political power.  Their identity came from the God and their ancestors, and the power of God that had long been working through their ancestors… and now them.  

The Hebrews, after all, claimed Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as their ancestors. 
Moses was their prophet.
And the law God gave to Moses thousands of years ago was still their law. After all, this is sacred law we’re talking about.  Sacred law filled with sacred rites and requirements and purity codes that the Hebrew people had been keeping since the day Moses came down that mountain.  

It’s why Hebrews practiced circumcision.
It’s why they kept kosher—holding fast to various food laws.
Just as they kept so many other practices in place, all of which were central to who the Hebrew people were.

For these rites… these requirements helped differentiate the Hebrew people from the Gentile world around them.  They were what kept the Hebrew people clean… pure… untainted by the Gentiles who didn’t keep such cleanliness and purity codes.

This is not to say that Hebrews never interacted with Gentiles.  They did, particularly for commerce.  But these interactions were largely kept at an arm’s distance… as both Gentile and Hebrew alike knew that the other was “different.”  “Other.”  Often, even, an “enemy.”

And lest a Hebrew became tainted, or impure, or unclean by something they did, or an encounter they shared with one who was unclean or impure themselves… well… there were sacred rites that could be performed that would purify that Hebrew… making them clean and whole once more.  

……
……
This is why our lesson this morning is so revolutionary.  It’s a lesson that Luke—the author of Acts—essentially tells twice—first in chapters 10, and then again in chapter 11.  

In chapter 10, Luke tells what happened to the disciple Peter—a leader in the new church movement that was emerging after Jesus’s ascension to heaven.  He was visiting a place called Caesarea—a largely Gentile town north of Jerusalem.  There, Peter had a vision in which a huge sheet was lowered down from heaven.  Across the sheet were animals of all kinds—mammals, reptiles, birds.  Then, Peter heard a voice, saying “kill and eat.”  But Peter said, “No, for these animals aren’t clean.”  To eat them would have been to break the kosher food laws of his ancestors and his people.  The voice from heaven replied, “What God has made clean, you must not call profane.”  This happened three times, after which Peter was visited by three men sent by a man named Cornelius, a Roman gentile,  who himself had had a vision from God to send these men for Peter.  

When Peter saw the men, he again heard a voice.  This time it told him to go with these men to Cornelius’ home.  

When he arrived there, Cornelius described the vision he had to send for Peter, and to listen to the good news Peter had to share.  So Peter shared the story of God’s love in Jesus Christ with Cornelius and his whole household.  Luke says the Holy Spirit fell on Cornlius and all the Gentiles with him… who then asked if they could be baptized.  They didn’t ask to become Hebrews… mind you.  They simply asked to be included in the covenant of God’s love.  
It was here… once and for all, that Peter crossed the line that had forever separated the Hebrews from the Gentiles.  Except he didn’t just cross it.  He blew it up.  For he didn’t just visit the home of a gentile… he then ate with them.  And he didn’t just eat with them… he stayed in their home for days… living as one of them.  And he didn’t just live as one of them… he baptized them in the name of the Hebrew God.  The God of Jesus Christ… the God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob.

……
Word spread fast about what had happened in Cornelius’ home.  

It’s not hard to imagine the confusion… the shock… even the anger emanating from the leaders of that early church movement back in Jerusalem.  They summoned Peter to stand before them.  They wanted to know why he baptized “uncircumcised men.”  Men who clearly weren’t Hebrew.  

And this line about uncircumcised men is important.  Because it would’ve been one thing to baptize a Gentile who had decided to study the Torah and abide by all their sacred laws and rites.  In that case, the Gentile man would have to be circumcised and, essentially become a Hebrew through their adherence to the Torah and all of its purity codes and laws.  

But that’s not what happened here.  So the leaders inquire, “Why did you baptize uncircumcised men?  Those who don’t keep kosher?  Those who haven’t practiced the Torah?”  And as if that wasn’t bad enough, they asked, “And why did you eat with them?  Why did you break kosher?  Why did sleep in their home?  Why did you defile yourself like this, Peter?”

So Peter told them everything that had happened.  He told them about his vision… and how God had said to never call unclean what God had made clean.  He told them how the Holy Spirit fell on the people in Cornlius’ household, and how the grace of God clearly expanded well beyond the boundaries that Hebrews had set for themselves.  So Peter asked them, “Who am I to deny that grace to another?”

……
……
Luke writes that when the other Hebrew leaders heard Peter speak, “they were silenced.  (Then) they praised God saying, ‘Then God has given salvation to the Gentiles.’”  

“Then God has given salvation to the Gentiles.”

Really?  Really, Hebrew leaders?  Just like that?  “Then God has given salvation to the Gentiles”??

No huge fight?  No efforts to undue what Peter did?  No cries of “we haven’t done that before” or how blasphemous it was to include the dirty Gentiles?  Not even a talk of censuring Peter?  

I mean, Peter just broke umpteen religious laws.  He ignored thousands of years of Hebrew tradition and purity codes.  He essentially blew up the damn that had been containing the grace and love of Jesus Christ within the Hebrew community… for the Hebrew community.  

And now… because of Peter, the “other,” the “Gentiles” were no longer the “other.”  They’d been let in on the Hebrew’s greatest gifts.  If they could be baptized, then the God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob was now the God of the Gentiles!  The uncircumcised!  

But after hearing Peter’s story, all those leaders of the early church in Jerusalem could do was begin to praise God and proclaim, “Then God has given salvation to the Gentiles”?  

……
……

Well, friends, if “God has given salvation to the Gentiles,”
Then God certainly doesn’t want us limiting ourselves, or the love we’re called to share.
If “God has given salvation to the Gentiles.”
Then God doesn’t want us to be dictated by rules of our past or the assumptions of our ancestors.
If “God has given salvation to the Gentiles.”
Then God must be perpetually calling us to pursue new ways… new paths… new directions by which to grow God’s kingdom.
Which means… if God has given salvation to the Gentiles,
We best be prepared to go and follow where the Spirit leads next, whether it’s to the comfortable and familiar, or if it’s to the strange and uncomfortable and different.

……
And I, for one, can’t wait to see where that will be.  Because I know, Towson Presbyterian Church, that you are a community of faith able and willing to move in new directions.  I know you are a community that values your past while also looking for the fresh new ways by which to grow God’s kingdom and share God’s love.

I know this because that’s what you did all… last… year!  
I know this because, amid a year that began much like this one, mired amid a pandemic, you refused to let that be an excuse to ignore the gifts of the Spirit and God’s call to use them.  

And that’s saying something.  For when the going gets tough… when faced with challenges and fear amid the unexpected… communities generally have the choice to do one of two things.  They can either 1) hunker down and try to protect themselves from the struggle (this is the route of doing little to nothing and hoping for the best).  Or, 2) communities can boldly step out and dare to invest in the new thing God is calling them to do.  

And that’s exactly what you did, TPC.  You stepped out… and engaged… and invested in the new life and new directions God was putting before us.  

It took many leaders, many committees, many hearts and hands, and it will continue to take a lot, no doubt.  But lo and behold, when much of society was hunkering down and shrinking, you were expanding our church’s outreach, creating a new Virtual Campus.   It didn’t matter that we’d never moved in that direction before.  It didn’t matter we’d never even livestreamed a service before the pandemic.  It didn’t matter how easy it would’ve been say “not now”… or “we don’t know how”… or “that’s too expensive”… or use any number of excuses.

Together, this community heard God calling in a new direction… to develop a virtual home for our community of faith and the world around us… and you did it… investing in a new way to share the inclusive love of God.  

……
So today… I want to celebrate you, TPC, for being open to new directions and the call of God even in the midst of challenging times.  And I want to share some remarkable fruit of the past 12 months.  

Because of your willingness to follow the Spirit of God in new directions… and invest in the new things God is doing in our midst… in 2021:  

· Our worship attendance grew by over 10%.   Over 10%.  And note that this growth is not over 2020’s numbers, when the pandemic hit us hard and our spring worship numbers were low.  No.  This 10% growth is based off our strong 2019 numbers.  So it’s clear to see, TPC, your outreach is growing, and our community is being so richly blessed by more participants every Sunday.
· But it’s not just Sunday, either.  This past year, you offered approximately 30 small groups total, 16 of which through our virtual campus.  It was more small groups with a higher participation rate than ever before.  So our participation in adult spiritual formation is expanding.  
· And as many know, our Mission programs have multiplied in the way of three new Mission Action Teams.  You’ve heard us describe them before… but please listen again because we believe there is so much potential in these groups that meet virtually in order to plan a hands-on event.  You can participate in just some of the meetings, all of them… or just share in a particular event of interest.  But we do hope you’ll taste these new opportunities, friends.  

· I would add that, in order to help foster all of this… even amid a time when the rest of society was hunkering down… you expanded our staff… adding Alison as our new Director of Communications & Connections, Mimi as our Administrative Assistant, and expanding the roles and leadership of Jenness, Stephen, and Joel.

· And there’s so, so much more.  So much more.  I can’t name it all… but I ask you, humbly and sincerely, to explore it more amid the 2021 Annual Report that will be coming to you hot off the press, right after our worship service this morning.  If you are subscribed to our emails and e-communications, the annual report and its appendices will be emailed to you after the service.  And if you’re not subscribed, you can simply go to our website and download them via our “New” or “Announcements” section.

However you get it, I hope you’ll read the Annual Report and explore the fresh new directions and ministries that have been sprouting up… as well as the creative energy and love that have been poured into important, longstanding ministries even during challenging times, including church school and youth group, our music ministries, property upgrades, and more.  

All of which were only possible because of your investment of time… and faith… and energy… and yes… your treasure as well.  For none of this is possible… none of it… without your financial investment that undergirds it. So please…  savor this fruit of a community of faith that invests in spreading the love and grace of God. 

TPC, your leadership began 2021 hoping… hoping to raise $725,000 for our ministries.  It would have left us with an uncomfortably significant deficit… but after leadership studied financial models, it became a leap of faith leadership was willing to take.  Then, by mid-year, it was clear your giving was surpassing early expectations.  So our Stewardship Committee began to hope… dream, more like it… that we might be able to raise $750,000 to support all the new work TPC was endeavoring.  This, too, was a leap of faith.  

But when you read that report… you will see is a number that blows the roof off of any hope we had… as you surpassed 725,000… then gave over 750,000.  As we closed the year with just over $770,000 in support of the mission and ministry of this community of faith last year, friends.  Put bluntly, you gave 8% more in 2021 in order to support what God is doing in and through this community of faith.  

It’s remarkable… and beautiful… It’s testimony to what can happen when communities of faith are willing to endeavor the new as they seek to spread the kingdom of God along new directions.  

And it needs to be celebrated, Towson Presbyterian Church.  It takes a remarkably faithful community of faith to so courageously endeavor all the new that you have done.  

……
So let us celebrate it… even as we remember there is still so much more for us to learn and do and give in order to grow our ministries the way God is calling.  I mean, our virtual campus is not yet a year old.  Just as our new mission action teams are really just babies.  They need your attention and participation. Just as our small Groups, Virtual Gatherings, Committees, boards, all of them… they need our investment… as God continues calling us to spread God’s kingdom of inclusive love in new ways… along new directions.  

So I encourage you, friends… to read your Annual Report.  Let us celebrate the past year, because it needs to be celebrated.  And then… then let us commit anew to investing in what and where God is leading Towson Presbyterian Church.  
Amen.
 
