6th May 2007 

Keeping up with God…          Acts 11:1-18
I don’t know how many of you here work and therefore get subjected to the annual ritual of performance reviews, or even whether this is your time of year for going through them.  Katharine was telling me that in just one day this week she had her performance review at school in the morning, and then was off to see the Archdeacon for her Episcopal review in the afternoon – or at least that’s what would have happened, if Matthew hadn’t broken his arm!  Being ‘vetted’ twice in one day seems a bit of an ordeal to me – but then this is Katharine we’re talking about, and I’m sure she gets excellent reviews that don’t cause too much concern.

Some people aren’t quite so fortunate.  Just by way of entertainment, I’d like to read you some quotes that are allegedly taken from actual employee performance evaluations:

· Since my last report, this employee has reached rock bottom and has started to dig.

· His men would follow him anywhere, but only out of morbid curiosity.

· This employee should go far, and the sooner he starts, the better.

· He brings a lot of joy when he leaves the room.

· If she were any more stupid, she’d have to be watered twice a week.

· Some drink from the fountain of knowledge, he only gargled.

· (and even)  …. I would not allow this employee to breed!

I mention all of this because in our reading from Acts this morning, the first reading we heard, which is the reading I want to concentrate on, Peter is called to account for himself by his fellow apostles in Jerusalem.  Peter, even Peter, the great Peter, who is the rock on whom Jesus is going to build his church, is criticised by those who are sharing that job with him.  Perhaps in this case it’s not so much a performance review, but more of an emergency board meeting because the chief executive seems to have gone off the rails – and maybe that sounds familiar, even from our newspapers this week!  So what has Peter done, that is so bad?
What Peter did – and we know all about it, because it’s all in the previous chapter in the book of Acts – was  to go to the house of a Gentile, that is, someone who wasn’t a Jew, in fact it’s us, and he preached the gospel and baptised all who were there.  What the apostles specifically accuse him of, face to face, is that, yes, he went to the home of a Gentile, and – shock, horror – actually ate with them.  In other words, in their eyes as Jews, he ate unclean food with unclean people.  Try printing that in a newspaper today and getting away with it!  ‘Unclean’ for us is a word that’s way off the scale of correctness.  In fact it’s actually very hard for us to grasp how shocking Peter’s actions would have seemed, because we aren’t from the same culture at all, and also, as I said, we are those Gentiles that the apostles were so snooty about, and it’s obvious the Christian message is for us, in fact, sometimes we think we own it.  We certainly see ourselves as the insiders, not the outsiders.  We forget that in the first years immediately post-Jesus the Christian church emerged within the Jewish church.  Jesus himself was a Jew.  And whilst many Jews didn’t believe in Jesus, those who did, the Christians, were still Jews.  They preached the gospel, but they lived it out within the framework that the Jewish faith had instilled in them, and so they continued to observe the laws regarding circumcision, and diet, and uncleanness, and all these things.  These laws were after all God-given, and they were precious to them, not just as rules, but for centuries they had been a part of their identity, all they had to cling on to in bad times, and a sign of who they were as people of God.  So whilst it wasn’t impossible for Gentiles to become Christians, they had to become Jews first.  It’s this background that those who criticise Peter come from, and we can’t blame them – they’re simply trying to be faithful.  
And Peter struggled with it too, at first, as we discover when he tells his story about why he did what he did.  He had a vision from God, telling him to eat what he would think of as unclean animals, and when he protests because this would be breaking the traditions of his faith, God replies “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.”  This is a completely new thought, no wonder Peter rejects it, but the message is repeated three times, just to make it plain.  At the same time, Cornelius – who is the head of the Gentile house being spoken about – has a vision from God too who tells him to send for Peter to come to him.  And so Peter, who is perhaps beginning to think that his message about all food being acceptable, is actually about all people being acceptable, dares to go to this house and begins speaking with the people there who he ought not to be mixing with at all, and he finds to his amazement that the Holy Spirit comes upon them too in a sort of mini Pentecost.  So he says to his brothers in Jerusalem as the summing up of his defence, “if God gave them the same gift he gave us…, who was I to think that I could oppose God?”

This is an absolutely pivotal and transforming moment in the life of the church – in the life of our church.    The apostles begin to realise the scale of the work God has in mind.  The apostles begin to realise that there is no more them and us, barriers have come down.  Jesus is for everyone.  The Holy Spirit is for everyone.  And that not only has implications for those who they thought of as ‘them’, who now have a free and open invitation to join God’s people, but also implications for those on the inside, for ‘us’ if you like, for the church, and that there is going to have to be some very radical re-thinking on how to be church, and how to live out faith, and what rules matter, and what don’t.
And the crux of Peter’s report, the thing that he himself in the end couldn’t argue with, the thing that convinced him and in the end his fellow apostles as well, was that this huge change was God’s work.  It was God’s will, and God’s vision and God’s doing.  This wasn’t just change for change’s sake.  This wasn’t just a good idea of Peter’s.  It was God’s work.  It was God speaking in a vision that caused Peter to turn his back on the rules that shaped his life, to set to one side ‘all he once held dear’, as we’ve just sung, ‘all he built his life upon’, and to launch out into unmapped territory.  It was God speaking to Cornelius that resulted in an invitation that gave Peter his opportunity.  And it was God who sent the Holy Spirit down on the Gentiles, even as Peter was speaking to them.  He hadn’t even finished!  It was certainly God who sent the Holy Spirit, not Peter.  Couldn’t God have done that without Peter there?  Of course, but reaching the Gentiles wasn’t his sole objective, he also needed to take the church with him in this new work, he needed to convince Peter – and through him the wider church – that it was time to change, that faith from now on was going to look very different, and they had to let some things go. 
This passage raises important issues for us too, and as I was thinking about this passage I couldn’t help but keep coming back to this very difficult topic of change.  Change has always been difficult.  I still haven’t recovered from the fact that the Times is now a tabloid newspaper!  But more seriously, change sometimes seems to threaten our very identity, our faith, all we hold dear, just as Peter’s actions seemed to do to his fellow apostles, and you know, the first thing I want to say is that I think they were right to challenge him.  We’d do the same.  He seems to be abandoning all that they’ve built their lives upon, and theirs is a faithful reaction.
Because one thing that must be said is that not all change is good.  We must have boundaries and we must defend them, because above all we must be faithful to the gospel.  There must be limits to what somebody can believe or disbelieve and still be a Christian.  We have a creed which we must affirm.  We follow scripture.  We’ve all had our AGMs in our churches I think, and at our AGM in Bures we had the opportunity to think and talk about what the church might be like in 50 years time, and there was great diversity in those discussions, but I think we all agreed that whatever’s going on here in 2057 must still be true to the gospel.  That’s a given, an absolute constant, without the gospel there is no faith and no church.
But we must also be open to new directions, and the possibility that such a new direction may be God’s work.  The scripture that we follow is full of examples, not just this one, of God urging people to think outside the box, even to do the unthinkable. God is continually transforming his people, and he is at work in his world (that’s is at work, not was).  As right and necessary as some things may have been in the past, time and history move on.  Thomas Cranmer, who was responsible for the Book of Common Prayer, authorised in 1662, bravely recognised that a church that only had services in Latin, and only allowed priests to receive communion and not the people, was a church of insiders not outsiders.  The church wasn’t proclaiming the gospel, because you couldn’t hear it, and you couldn’t join in.  He scandalised people with his vision for a prayer book that everyone could use.  It’s just possible that some of the traditions we hold dear today are doing the same thing he stood against – creating a church of insiders.  New ways of doing things are upsetting and unsettling, but it may just be that this is God’s work.  So, how are we going to know that?  We need to think about it in the same way Peter and the other apostles did, challenging it, testing it, talking about it, praying about it, rejecting it if that seems right, but maybe eventually saying, well, even that must be what God wants.
I’d like us to have a lot more discussion about what the church might be like in the future.  When we discussed it at Bures, I think it drew us together because in spite of many different opinions we were united by a desire and belief that the church would and should still be here in 50 years time, and that we want it to be in a strong position, for God’s sake, not ours.  What might encourage us from what I’ve said today is that we don’t have to take all the responsibility for making it happen.  This is God’s work.  Well, thank God for that!  What a relief!  But this reading shows us too that he very much looks to the church to be his co-workers and we still have a big part to play.
One writer wrote the following: “Faith, when it comes down to it, is our often breathless attempt to keep up with the redeeming activity of God, to keep asking ourselves, ‘What is God doing, where on earth is God going now?’”  If God were ever to give us a performance review – which is a thought that ought to make us all cringe a bit – I hope he would say that we, even if out of breath, did all we could to keep up with him.
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