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“New Vision”
Acts 11:1-18 & John 13:31-35
I can’t remember if I read about it in a book, magazine or newspaper.  I can’t remember if I heard about it on the radio.  I can’t remember if I saw it on television or in a film.  I can’t remember if someone said it of Michelangelo or if Michelangelo said it of himself.
I don’t remember the exact words.  What I do remember is the gist of what was said.  When someone marveled at the work that he had done in carving out of a slab of marble the now famous statue of David, Michelangelo apparently responded by pointing out that he did not carve the figure of David.  Whatever vision he may have had when he began to chisel away at the marble, Michelangelo insisted that David was already in the slab of marble.  All he did was uncover what was hidden.
Visions have a tendency to point us to what is yet to come.  But visions can also point us to what is already a reality.  
In our reading from The Acts of the Apostles it is Peter who says, “I was in the city of Joppa praying, and in a trance I saw a vision.”  (Acts 11:5)  Peter is inclined to believe that what he is seeing in his vision is something new; something that is yet to be.

The conversion of the Roman soldier Cornelius’s is troubling to many.  Questions are raised.  Who should be included within the circle of the people of God?  Are the traditional boundaries still to be observed?  If tradition has prevented Jews and Gentiles from associating with each other, what happens when the old social distinctions no longer exist and they share a common faith?  How are they to relate to each other?
It is hardly surprising for us to hear that Peter’s visit with Cornelius was criticized by those who were Jewish by birth.  They seem to object not only to Peter’s decision to go to Cornelius and others but having done so they also object to Peter’s decision to sit and to have fellowship with them around a table. 

For those who are critical of Peter such a vision of the world was unacceptable.  But we know that his vision of the early church becoming more and more inclusive of others had already occurred.  Even before Peter is taken to Cornelius, both he and John had already been to Samaria (Acts 8:14-25) and Philip had already baptized the Ethiopian eunuch. (Acts 8:26-40)  Peter insisted to those who were critical of his preaching to Cornelius and others that such was the work of the Spirit.

Peter comes to realize that it was not a human decision to extend the Spirit to outsiders.  He concludes it was God who “gave them the same gift he gave us when we believed in the Lord Jesus.”  He comes to realize that both he and Cornelius have both tasted the good things of God, and they have done so at God’s choosing, not their own.  (Preaching Through the Christian Year C, Craddock, Hayes, Holladay, & Tucker, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania: Trinity Press International, 1994, page 250)

What makes the story of Cornelius relevant for us today is our own tendency to be like those who were critical of Peter.  We may find ourselves no less incredulous wondering why we would even want to have such folks in our midst and to eat with them.  (Acts 11:3)  
Peter reminded his listeners and he reminds us today that God has given to all “the repentance that leads to life.”  (Acts 11:18)  At first those who were critical of him were speechless and we may be as well.  But how can we not praise God for a vision of what is already a reality?
David G. Buttrick writes in Preaching through the Apocalypse:  Sermons from Revelation (St. Louis:  Chalice Press, 1992, page 162):
“ . . . do you want to know a secret?  Making new, that’s what’s going on in the world; that’s what’s happening.  The Holy City is not future perfect, it’s present tense.  Now the Holy City is descending.  Now God is making things new.  Right now God is wiping tears and easing pain and overcoming the power of death in the world.
Now!  There’s nothing otherworldly about the vision; it’s happening now in the midst of our worn, torn, broken world.  And with the eyes of faith, you can see it happening.”

As we continue through this Easter season we are reminded of the ongoing power of our Easter faith.  The story of the conversion of Cornelius is not about one conversion but two.  It is also the story of the conversion of Peter.

Peter’s world was changing as much as Cornelius’s world was changing, perhaps even more so.  In the same way our world is changing and we are faced with the same controversy of what happens when we seek to mark off groups of people from each other.  Such exclusion is the way of the world.

When we are open to the way of the Spirit we see that the foundation of God’s nature and activity is unconditional love.  It is at the core of our life as communities of faith.  
As we come to share the bread and the cup that has been set before us, we praise God knowing that this table is already open to all - to the Samaritans,  the Ethiopian eunuchs, and the Roman soldiers among us.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.
PAGE  

