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What If? 

In the early days of the church, the Christian church was made up of people who had been 

Jewish first.  These Christians continued to keep the laws and regulations that had been passed 

down to them.  Meat and dairy were never mixed.  Shellfish was never consumed.  Jews did not 

associate with Gentiles, unless of course, the Gentiles became Jewish.   

So, when the Gentiles came wanting in, the Christians said, “No.”  It wasn’t that they were being 

mean.  But rather, in their eyes, it was a matter of fidelity to scripture, integrity to tradition, 

loyalty to God.  So they said, “No”, when they heard the Gentiles knock at their door.  When the 

knocking became persistent, perhaps the insiders tightened up their security, installed some 

cameras, and bolted the doors tightly.  After all, they had read scripture; they had been 

schooled in the synagogue; they knew the traditions of the past, and they knew what was 

comfortable and meaningful to them (and they weren’t willing to let any of that be challenged.) 

But then one day there was some rooftop prayer, an angel, a couple of visions, a messenger 

and a sermon interrupted by the Spirit, and suddenly it became clear; not only is there a 

wideness in God’s mercy that blurs the boundaries we design, but also that their vision of what 

God was up to and how God intended to accomplish it was just too small. 

According to the way Luke records the story whose conclusion you heard read to you, there 

once was an officer in the Roman army named Cornelius.  He was not Jewish and would have 

been considered by birth, religion, occupation and nationality as someone definitely beyond the 

boundaries of God’s community.  He was, in some ways, the consummate outsider in the eyes 

of the early church. 

He didn’t act like them, dress like them, or eat like them.  He probably didn’t even look like them.  

Had he shown up at the door to the room where the Christians were meeting, they would have 

sent him away quickly – not out of meanness or hardheartedness, but because they were 

convinced he was not included, or at least that he couldn’t be included, until and unless he 

really and truly became like them.  They would admit him into the church if and only if he 

changed. 

Although Cornelius wasn’t a Jew, he was a devout man.  He read the scriptures; he prayed to 

God; he visited the sick, fed the poor, rescued the perishing.  I’m pretty certain that had he 

gotten a pledge card from the stewardship committee of any church in the community, he would 

have quickly filled it out.  But he wasn’t Jewish, so the early Christians would have had nothing 

to do with him. 

Around 3 o’clock one afternoon – about the time when any of us might be ready for a power nap 

or a cup of coffee to get through the rest of the afternoon- Cornelius saw an angel.  “What is it?” 

he said.  And the angel replied, “Send your people to Joppa to fetch a man named Peter.”  So 

Cornelius did just that.  He sent two of his servants and one of his most faithful soldiers toward 

Joppa bearing an invitation for a man he didn’t know named Peter, to come. 

Meanwhile, over in Joppa, Peter was sitting on his rooftop praying.  As the clock was ticking 

steadily onward, he realized he was getting quite hungry.  About that time, he fell into a trance 

and saw the heavens opening up, and something that might be described as a large sheet 

being lowered to the ground by all four corners.  On this sheet were all types of animals.  And 
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he heard a voice say, “Peter, get up.  Feast on these animals.”  Despite his hunger, Peter’s 

stomach revolted at the very thought of eating the animals on that sheet.  Because the animals 

on that sheet were considered unclean and untouchable by the Jewish people.  From his study 

of scripture and out of his understanding of tradition, he knew that he must never taste any of 

those animals.   

“By no means,” he said, “will I eat these animals.”  But the same voice that invited him to eat of 

the animals, pursued the rooftop praying Peter.  That voice called out to him saying, “What God 

has made clean, you must not call profane.”  What God has made, clean you must not call 

profane,” he heard again.  “What God has made clean, you must not call profane.”  And then the 

sheet was gone. 

Are you confused?  I suspect Peter was.  Unsettled?  Probably that too! 

And then, low and behold, visitors arrived asking him to go with them to see a Roman Centurion 

named Cornelius who lived over in Caesarea.  So, with the vision of that sheet bearing unclean 

animals still dancing in his head and the voice saying, “What god has made clean you must not 

call profane” still ringing in his ears, Peter went.  When he arrived in Caesarea where Cornelius 

lived, Peter gingerly stepped inside his house.  He had rarely, if ever, set foot in the house of a 

Gentile before.  But that sheet bearing unclean animals stuck in his mind and that voice was still 

sounding in his ears. 

Peter and his entourage were greeted by Cornelius’ household with open arms, and Cornelius 

then told Peter about his vision in which he was told to send for Peter.  Now that Peter was 

there, Cornelius knew that God had sent him. So he said to Peter, “Since God sent you here, 

I’m ready to listen to whatever you have to say.”  Peter said, I truly understand that God shows 

no partiality.” 

Then a sermon just started flowing out of Peter’s mouth.  With each sentence his voice got 

stronger, his body more animated, his new found conviction deepened.  Tentative words 

became bold assertions as it became clearer to him that those boundaries he thought were 

divinely ordained, were just not.  Those rules he believed were dictated by scripture?  Not so 

either.  

God was going to have a church that was far bigger than anyone had imagined; one far more 

diverse than the people assumed.  And if that meant that the insiders had to change, that the 

church had to change….then so be it. 

In the middle of his eloquent and passionate words, Peter was interrupted.  He was interrupted 

by God’s Spirit falling on all who were present.  Peter, his entourage, and everyone in that 

house was amazed, astonished, unsettled, that even the Gentiles got some Spirit! 

For Peter, this was the final confirmation of what began on a rooftop with a vision of a sheet and 

a voice pursuing him…if the Spirit rested even on outsiders, then the boundaries of acceptable 

and unacceptable, insider and outsider, were far more blurry than he ever imagined.  And if that 

was the case, then indeed, it wasn’t the outsider who needed to change to be welcomed into the 

church.  It was the church that needed to change in order to be welcoming to those outside.  

Truly, if as was the case that day, the Spirit doesn’t have “respect for boundaries, privilege, 

tradition or institution”, then maybe we shouldn’t either, Peter realized. 
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“So baptize them all,” Peter instructed.  “We can’t withhold the waters of life from any on whom 

the spirit rests even if they don’t act like us, worship like us, eat like us, look like us.  Yes, 

baptize them all.” 

Of course here we have no problem admitting into membership people who weren’t Jewish or 

even United Methodist before knocking at our doors, so I wonder, where is the intersection of 

this story and our church life today? 

We live in a world today in which there simply aren’t a lot of outsiders knocking on our doors to 

come in.  At least, not here in the United States.  In pretty much every denomination across the 

theological spectrum, membership numbers are trending downward, the average age of 

attendees is moving upward, finances are getting tighter, while it becomes increasingly difficult 

to fill leadership positions. 

I was on a zoom webinar called Next Church.  And Next Church seeks to foster conversations 

about how to follow Christ in our day and age.  It’s leadership believes that the church of the 

future is one which will be far more relationship, diverse, collaborative, and agile than the church 

we know and love.  They believe we need to seek nothing short of a change in the culture of the 

church so that we can continue to share faithfully the good news of the gospel in ways that bear 

fruit in a fractured world. 

In commenting on the numerical declines in our churches, one of the speakers at the gathering 

suggested that we need to be honest and admit that we have failed…we have failed as a church 

to speak an authentic Word in the world in which we live.  As a result, fewer and fewer people 

are finding the church to be a vital place in their spiritual pilgrimage and our pews get emptier 

with each passing year.  I think that, if we are able to acknowledge that we have failed, then 

maybe we begin to open ourselves to the difficult, hard, yet life giving task of rethinking 

everything…our structure, our worship, our education, our service, everything. 

No, we don’t exclude those who come from different religious traditions, but like the young 

church of Peter’s day, I do think we, in the church, tend to have a vision for where we are going 

that is based on what we’ve experienced in the past more than it is based on what God may be 

trying to nudge us to do in the future. 

And I’ve been around enough churches to feel pretty certain that like the church in Peter’s day, 

we in the church today have services of worship that are meaningful to us who are already on 

the inside and that worship at times that are convenient for those of us who are already here. 

I’ve been around enough different congregations to believe that we in the church have 

structures and processes that make sense to us who have grown accustomed to them.  And we 

have traditions that speak loudly to us who have participated in them year after year. On top of 

that, we in the church use language that only we in the church understand. 

And so, I wonder if on some subtle or maybe not so subtle level, we expect those on the outside 

to change to fit in with what we on the inside are comfortable and familiar with, rather than 

letting our ways on the inside be informed by the needs, perspectives, experiences, desires and 

culture of those on the outside 
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But if we are a community, a church, that speaks a liberating word of God’s love in Jesus Christ, 

if we are to be a church that speaks a liberating word to the hordes of adults of all ages who 

don’t find the community of faith speaking an authentic word in their lives, then it is my prayer 

and my hope that we in the church can grasp what Peter grasped…that the Spirit of God 

doesn’t always respect the boundaries we draw or the traditions we love, or the worship that 

makes us comfortable, or the structures that are so familiar and which have worked so well in 

days gone by. 

We are in the beginning phases of our redevelopment of our building.  That means soon we will 

have no bursting pipes, no electrical issues, and a working elevator that doesn’t break down.  

But I want you to be visioning with me of what our redevelopment could be to us that goes 

beyond the brick and mortar.  What does our neighborhood need that Central can provide? 

How can we get all the agencies in the church working together on issues, advocating for 

change, and being available to help those who will move into our Permanent Supportive 

Housing units.  What would it look like to offer child care that teaches children at the beginning 

phases of their lives what it means to be people of justice?  What would it feel like to be the hub 

for community organizations to come together and strategize for change, real change in the 

systems that oppress? What is we partner with the schools and have learning labs with 

functioning computers, and fast wifi and tutoring on sight? What if we used our commercial 

kitchen as a career training space? What is we could offer those suffering with addiction to 

come together in a 12 step worship service geared exactly toward recovery? How about support 

groups for kids whose parents are divorcing or divorced already?  Financial classes for those 

struggling to make it. After watching Ms. Penny Cost, we could even have Drag Queen worship! 

 All of this under the umbrella of a church that reaches those at the margins and brings them 

into a community of faith and love, justice and non-judgement? 

What if? What if our church did a new thing? 

 Please make every effort every time we come together as a community to plan our 

redevelopment so we can hear your dreams for a new church. 

Although I know it may not be easy for us on the inside of the church to let go of what we may 

need to let go of, or to embrace what we may be called to embrace, in order that the 

generations to come will find the church to be a vital part of their lives, I am not especially 

pessimistic about the future of the church in general.  Oh yes, some congregations will not 

survive, that’s true.  But this God of ours is a God of infinite possibilities.  This God of ours has 

given us the amazing ability to dream dreams and invites us to try to imagine into being a new 

church…a church that speaks and lives an authentic and life giving word of God’s love in Jesus 

Christ to those who have not yet stood at the baptismal font or graced the pews. 

I’m not especially pessimistic about the future of the church because I believe God’s Spirit is still 

moving in the world and in the church.  And I know that there is still a table to share, a haven of 

welcome to offer, people to baptize, a life giving Gospel to embody.  This being the case, I think 

God will keep pushing and prodding and loving us until we get it right.  Amen 


