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Acts 11:1-18

“When God’s Vision Is Bigger Than Our Own”

Of the many books filling the shelves in my office, the one book that isn’t there, that I don’t have and desperately need from time to time is a dictionary.  I have to make do with the dictionary and thesaurus on my computer.

When I did a search for the word “stewardship” on Microsoft Word no results were found.  None, nada, zilch, zip.  Apparently the Encarta dictionary and encyclopedia provided by Microsoft Word do not include the word “stewardship”.  

But the church knows all about stewardship.  We like the word stewardship.  And the reason we like the word stewardship and use it instead of fundraising is because Jesus loved to tell stories about stewards.  Stewards were the caretakers; they were caretakers of land or caretakers of investments.  A steward was (and still is) a manager.  The stewards in Jesus’ stories were managers-they managed someone else’ properties or investments.  And do you know who that someone else is?  Whose property and investments were they managing?  God’s, of course.  They were managing God’s property and God’s investments.  
So here’s a little stewardship 101:  You and I don’t own a thing.  We are stewards.  Everything we have ultimately belongs to God.  We’re just caretakers of what God has given us.  We’re stewards, managers of what God has entrusted to us.  Our job in life is to care for our earthly things and then pass it on to the next generation.  
Recently I saw an advertisement that expressed this idea so well.  The advertisement was a photograph of two men, a father and son, and under them a watch, an expensive Swiss watch.  The caption read, “You never actually own a Patek Philippe.  You merely look after it for the next generation”.  That’s stewardship summed up in a nutshell.  Got it?  Good.  I want you to remember that, because we’re going to back to that point at the end.
On to Acts.  What’s all this about eating with uncircumcised men and seeing a sheet lowered from heaven and hoofed creatures and Peter hearing God’s voice?

Well, up until now Peter and the other apostles believed their mission was to Jews and Jews only.  Remember, all of the original disciples were Jews, and they were devout Jews. They followed the law, including all of those laws about what you can and cannot eat.  Peter and his posse have converted a lot of Jews to believe that Jesus is the messiah for whom they’ve been waiting.  But even though they had converted to believing Jesus was the Messiah, they were still Jews who followed Jewish laws and teachings.  
But in chapter 10 along comes Cornelius, a Roman centurion.  Cornelius was a Gentile, which meant he didn’t have any place in Peter’s posse.  The religious laws were very clear about who is in and who is out, and it was very clear to everyone-including Peter-that Cornelius was on the outside because one had to be a Jew to be a follower of Jesus.
But in chapter 10 Cornelius has a vision to send for Peter, so he sends 3 of his foot soldiers over to Peter’s house.  But at noon the next day, just about the time the foot soldiers are due to arrive at Peter’s house, Peter has his own vision of a large sheet being lowered from heaven holding all sorts of wild animals.  God tells him to get up and kill the animals.  But Peter says, 3 times, “I can’t do that.  You know I’m not supposed to eat those animals.  It’s against Jewish dietary laws.”  “It’s not up to you to decide what is and is not acceptable,” God tells Peter.  

Well, just as Peter is puzzling over what this all means, Cornelius’ foot soldiers arrive at Peter’s door.  “There are some Italians knocking at your door,” God says.  “I sent them.  And I’m telling you to go with them and tell them about Jesus, even if they aren’t circumcised; i.e. Jewish.”

So Peter goes with the men, and after telling them all about Jesus, he says, “Now I get it.  God really doesn’t show partiality.  God really doesn’t play favorites.  Even Gentiles can receive the Good News.” 

If that sounds like a familiar story to you it should, because we heard that story on Easter.  In fact, Luke tells the story of Cornelius and Peter 3 times.  Now if you tell a story over and over again, chances are good that story is important to you.  If it weren’t you wouldn’t waste your time telling it over and over.

Well, the Bible is the same way.  If a story is told more than once, chances are it’s a really important story.  So by the mere fact that Luke tells this story over and over again, we know it’s a really important story.

This story marks a turning point in the early life of the church, because up until now Peter and the rest of the gang were quite content believing that God really does play favorites.  They were content believing that they were the favorites.  But along comes God with that weird dream about sheets and wild animals and the next thing you know the walls are crumbling.  Everything they once held to be true is now being challenged.  

Now, what do people do when their opinions are challenged?  Especially their religious opinions?  They argue and debate.  In the Presbyterian Church, we’re very good at this, and we’re very polite when we do it.  But in 1st century Judaism, people weren’t so polite and Peter meets up with all those impolite people in Judea.  “What the heck were you doing?” They demand to know.  “What makes you think you have any business eating with uncircumcised men?”  

Most people who are challenged in such a manner tend to get hostile back, but notice that Peter does not.  He does not respond to their angry questions with angry questions of his, rather he tells them his story.  “Step by step”, he tells it.  And when he’s done telling it, all those people who wanted to fight with him are now silenced.  They were silent.  But then they praised God, saying, “Then God has given even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life.”
Peter’s story, not an argument or debate, changed the people’s lives.  Had Peter come to argue theological points or debate doctrinal differences with them, he might not have changed their hearts.  In fact, he probably would have just cemented their differences.  But there’s something about a story that changes hearts and lives, because stories are powerful.  

This past week I began tackling a task on my to-do list.  It’s been on it for a long time, and I decided now was the time to do it.  So this week I started going through all of my pictures and scrapbook pages from the past 7 years, putting them in chronological order.  Because I don’t scrapbook in chronological order, I have pages from 2009 mixed in with 2003-which was beginning to drive me nuts.  So I started sorting through all of these pages-probably about 300-400 pages plus random photos, putting them in order and sorting them by year.

Going through all of them, I learned two things: 1. Tell the story behind the picture.  I have so many pages that have no journaling and now I wish that I’d spent the extra time to tell the story.   What was special about that Christmas morning?  What was Tommy doing at 5 years old?  What were my hopes for the kids as they headed off on the first day of school?  On future pages tell the story, I noted to myself.
Stories are powerful, and they deserve to be told.  And they deserve to be saved.
You all have stories to share.  And most importantly for the topic at hand, you have stories to share about this church.  I have been here long enough to have walked with many of you through very important stories-life changing stories.  Stories of births and deaths and weddings and funerals and baptisms and life-changing diagnoses and divorces and pregnancies and the stuff of every day life.  I know you have stories to share about how this church-meaning all of the people-have seen you through difficulties and great joys.

It is impossible to put a price tag on those stories.  They are, as the Visa commercial says, priceless.  But in a couple weeks, when you fill out your pledge card, you’ll have to put a price on those stories.  You’ll need to decide how much they’re worth to you, and you’ll need to decide if they’re worth passing on to future generations-if this church is worth passing on to future generations.  

I think it’s only appropriate that since we’ve been talking about stories, that I close with one.  It’s not my story.  It was told by Reinhold Niebhur, that great American theologian of the 20th century.  

It’s the story about a young boy, a flatlander farm kid who had always dreamed of going to sea.  He dreamed of being a deck hand on one of the tall sailing ships of the last century.  After years of planning, he slipped away from the farm one night, made his way to the nearest port, and signed onto a great sailing ship as a deck-hand.  It was just as he had dreamt it – until the third day at sea.  The captain ordered him up the main-mast to assume watch in the crow’s nest near the top.  The boy climbed half-way up the towering spar and froze – afraid to risk the rest of the climb, and afraid of the taunts of the sailors on the deck below if he climbed down.  

Now, rather oddly, Niebuhr ended the story there, just ended it with the kid neither up nor down.  Of course the boy didn’t stay there, half-way up the mast.  He either went up to the crow’s nest or slithered back down to the deck.

As I close in on 10 years here, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking about where the church is on that mast.  I believe wholeheartedly that God always calls us to reach for the crow’s nest because God thinks big.  As Peter’s wonderful story shows us, God’s vision is always bigger than our own.

 

As I close in on 10 years here, the other thing I’ve come to realize is that this is not my church.  This is God’s church and you, as the members, are its stewards.  You are its caretakers.  God has entrusted you with a wonderful gift and a gift I believe is worth passing on to future generations so that its stories may live on.  You have a wonderful story to tell, and one that is worth your time and your money to preserve.

Amen.
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