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Sermon                        Sunday 19 May 2019 
 
 
Lessons  Acts 11: 1 – 18 Revelation 21: 1 – 6   

St John 13: 31 – 35 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
Love immeasurable, elusive mystery, addressed by a thousand thousand names; 
unknown, without a name, a silence deeper than the ear can hear, a silence heard 
only by the heart.   Bless our meditations.   May we be alive to Your Presence.   
Amen. 
 
 

 
In the city of Joppa, one of the oldest towns in Asia, lying 

some thirty miles north west of Jerusalem, the apostle Peter 

experienced a life-changing encounter; a profound spiritual 

encounter that helped change the course of human history.   

It was in Joppa that Peter, Cephas the rock, lead disciple of 

the crucified rabbi Jesus of Nazareth, was enveloped in a 

mystical and trance-like vision.   While he prayed, in a 

fleeting moment of ecstasy, Peter saw a large sheet coming 

down from heaven.    

 

Lowered by its four corners, Peter gazed into the sheet and 

saw four-footed animals, quadrupeds of the earth, beasts of 
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prey, reptiles and birds of the air.   A voice invited him to, 

‘Rise up, slay and eat’.   Peter refused; he said that nothing 

profane or unclean had ever entered his mouth.   The voice 

replied, ‘What God has made clean, you must not call 

profane’.   After this vision, Peter saw the Holy Spirit fall 

upon Gentile believers.   It was in Jerusalem, to a gathering 

of Jewish Christians – Christians who observed the Jewish 

Law, that Peter retold the incredible story of what he saw. 

 

In recent years, one of the most divisive issues for Christians 

across the world has been homosexuality and same-sex 

marriage.   One might say that the inclusion of Gentiles into 

membership of the early church will have been even more 

divisive.   This was a seismic change in the church’s self-

understanding and it undoubtedly changed the course of 

human history.    

 

Peter’s mystical experience occurred in Joppa and, to a first 

century listener, I wonder if mention of that name would 
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suggest the Hebrew story of the prophet Jonah.   Joppa is a 

notable part of the story of Jonah, a story about God’s love 

and mercy toward the 120,000 inhabitants of the Assyrian 

city of Nineveh?     

 

The story of Peter, the Spirit, the four-footed animals, and 

the voice from heaven is one of discovery:  God, the One 

whom Jesus called ‘Father’, is present and alive in Gentiles, 

in people who were not Jews, did not observe Jewish rituals, 

and would never become Jews.   The inclusion of Gentiles as 

part of the Body of Christ occurs decades after the death of 

Jesus.   The fact that there was an enormous disagreement 

about the inclusion of Gentiles indicates that their inclusion 

was a development, a new development, beyond what Jesus 

had done.   The early church built upon the message of Jesus 

but Jesus Himself did not have much involvement with 

Gentiles.   The early church applied the teaching of Jesus to a 

new situation; they sought the Spirit of Jesus in ways He 

Himself had not done.    
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Part of the story of the evolution of thought within the 

church about Gentiles also involved the ministry of Paul.   

Recently, I heard the writer and historian, the atheist Tom 

Holland speak about Paul.   Holland said that he was wrong 

about Christianity.   For years, he had thought that our 

western values were derived from the Greece and Rome of 

antiquity.   Holland cites the example of Julius Caesar who, in 

the first century BC, conquered the Gauls.   Caesar boasted 

that he killed a million Gauls and enslaved another million.   

Though the figures may be exaggerated, there is little doubt 

that the slaughter was on an immense scale:  it was 

genocide.   The slave economy was essential to the success of 

the Roman Empire.   For Caesar, the campaign against the 

Gauls was to advance his political career:  can you imagine a 

political leader who would use fair means or foul to get to 

the top?    
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Holland’s point is that the letters of Paul and the four 

Gospels are the foundation for what we call international 

law and human rights.   The New Testament writings are the 

most revolutionary writings to emerge from the ancient 

world.   Holland describes Paul’s thought as ‘a depth charge 

deep beneath the foundations of the ancient world, the 

ripples of which we still feel today’.   The roots of the 

Enlightenment and the Protestant Reformation can be 

traced back to the apostle of Tarsus.   Gentiles and Jews were 

made in the image of God; both were God-bearers.   In a 

world of brutality, ghastly violence and slavery, the early 

church told people, powerless people, that they were part of 

the Body of Christ:  God dwelt among them, in them.   Paul 

and Peter told Jewish and Gentile Christians that God dwelt 

in them.   Later, on a ship lost at sea, Paul broke bread with 

those on board; 276 people in all.   It was like Jesus feeding a 

multitude but this time it was with Gentiles.    
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I have no doubt that the intensity of the Jesus story, of His 

love for others, will have given the apostles, Paul and Peter, 

and the early church the confidence to seek the Divine in 

new places, new ideas and new people.   For Jesus, the 

greatest wrong is exclusion of others; a denial of another’s 

humanity, integrity and dignity.   I am sure that Jesus found 

His insights and inspiration in the history and wisdom of His 

people and their faith tradition but what of today?   Where 

are the barriers that the church must find the vision and 

courage to step over? 

 

For me, the future of faith, of our pilgrimage with God and 

journey into God, is a multi-faith future.   In the same way 

that the early church had to rethink some of its dearly held 

beliefs and rituals, so too the church today will need to make 

that painful but, ultimately, fruitful journey.   Like Peter, we 

need to apply the message of Jesus, share the heart of Jesus, 

in ways that Jesus Himself, in His context, did not do.    
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Mindful of the Cosmic Christ, mindful that every person is 

made in the image of the invisible God, is the church able to 

speak of the one God who is the Ultimate Reality, the Reality 

whose name is Brahman, Allah, Absolute, God, or Great 

Spirit?   Is the church able to say that Buddha, Lao Tzu, 

Moses, Ruth, Elijah, Mary, Paul and Mohammed are teachers 

of God’s wisdom?   Ultimate Reality cannot be limited to any 

name, concept or doctrine.   In Canada, one Roman Catholic 

society in its interfaith dialogue asks, ‘Is the church willing 

to say that the potential for human wholeness  — 

enlightenment, salvation, transformation, blessedness, 

nirvana — is present in every human person?’   Is the church 

ready to acknowledge that, through the failings and 

brokenness of the human condition, that our knowledge of 

the Divine is always incomplete?    

 

The traditional concept of mission is misplaced in our 

cultural context.   We are to witness to Jesus but not seek 

converts; we are to relish the discovery of the Divine 
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through art, music, nature, human relationships and the 

service of others.    

 

As the General Assembly meets this week on the Mound, as 

it considers its priorities, I suggest that in this era of 

escalating ecological crisis, of climate change, deforestation, 

pollution, species extinction, poverty and economic 

migration, God is calling us, the church, every faith and the 

whole human family, to conversion—to the mending of our 

relationships with sisters and brothers across the planet, 

and our relationship with the planet itself.    

 

I suggest also that the Church of Scotland commits itself to 

the most serious interfaith dialogue and cooperation:  we 

must work to build genuine friendships across faiths.   I see 

the Divine, the Mystery, in the face of those I meet in my 

interfaith work; women and men from the Baha’i tradition; 

Islam; Judaism; Pagan; Hindu; Buddhist; and Sikh.    
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The Trappist monk, late Thomas Keating, was known the 

world over for his contemplative practice:  centering prayer.   

Keating spoke of discovering the unconditional ‘love beyond 

love’, an awareness of the Sacred, of God’s presence within 

us.   This love leads us ‘to respect and befriend and love one 

another’.   For Keating, full emotional and spiritual maturity 

comes from resting, lying back, in God’s unconditional love.   

We are to practice our direct and intuitive relationship with 

God.    

 

Alongside renewing our relationship with the Earth and 

truly journeying with people of other faiths, the place and 

importance of prayer needs to be encouraged.   Keating said, 

‘Silence is God's first language; everything else is a poor 

translation’.   Keating quoted St Teresa of Avila who said,  

'All difficulties in prayer can be traced to one cause: praying 

as if God were absent’.    Teresa said: 

 This is the conviction that we bring with us from  
early childhood and apply to everyday life and to  
our lives in general.  It gets stronger as we grow up,  
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unless we are touched by the Gospel and begin the  
spiritual journey. This journey is a process of  
dismantling the monumental illusion that God is  
distant or absent. 
 

 
I wonder if our own tradition does enough to empower 

people to enter silence, stillness, with confidence.   Centering 

prayer can be difficult or slow to get started.   Keating said: 

 
 Don’t judge centering prayer on the basis of how  

many thoughts come or how much peace you enjoy. 
The only way to judge this prayer is by its long-range 
fruits: whether in daily life you enjoy greater peace, 
humility and charity. Having come to deep interior 
silence, you begin to relate to others beyond the 
superficial aspects of social status, race, nationality, 
religion, and personal characteristics. 
 

 
Relating beyond the superficial in life, truly loving and 

honouring the other, takes us back to Peter and his trance-

like vision, a vision that changed the world. 

 

Amen. 

 
 
 


