
Acts 11:1-18 

It’s still Easter season, and so we’re reading through the book of Acts. Acts tells the story of what 
happened next. How did a scared band of disciples who had mystical visions come to be a 
worldwide movement? How did they go from being an insular group to a group that embraced 
everybody? Those are the questions of the books. Our text this morning is from Acts chapter 11, 
but it really starts a chapter earlier in chapter 10. I’m going to tell the story today rather than 
reading, though, because it’s long, and because it’s a really good story, so I want you to hear it.  

There once was a man named Cornelius who lived in Caesarea, he was a Roman captain. He was 
a thoroughly good man. He led everyone in his house to live worshipfully; he was always helping 
people in need, and he prayed. One day about three o’clock in the afternoon he had a vision. An 
angel of God, as real as his next-door neighbor, came in and said, “Cornelius?” 

Cornelius stared hard at this vision, wondering if he was seeing things. He said, “Yes? What do you 
want?” 

The angel said, “Your prayers and neighborly acts have brought you to God’s attention. Here’s 
what you need to do. Send men to the town of Joppa to get Simon, the one everyone calls Peter. 
He is staying with Simon the Tanner, whose house is down by the sea.” Then the angel was gone. 

Cornelius paused a minute and then called three guys from his house, told them what had 
happened, and sent them to Joppa to find Peter.  

The next day as they were getting close, Peter was out on the balcony praying. It was about noon. 
Peter got hungry and started thinking about lunch. While lunch was being fixed, he fell into a 
trance. He saw the skies open up. Something that looked like a huge picnic blanket lowered by its 
four corners to the ground. Every kind of animal and reptile and bird you could imagine eating was 
on it—kosher one and not kosher ones. Then Peter heard a voice that said, “Eat.” 

Peter said, “No! I’d never do that. I’ve never so much as tasted food that was not kosher.” 

The voice came a second time: “If God says it’s okay, it’s okay. So, eat.” 

Peter said again, “No. No way. I only eat kosher food.” And again, the voice said, “If God says it’s 
okay, it’s okay.”  

This happened three times, and then the blanket was pulled back up into the skies. Peter 
wondered what it was about. 

Now, this food thing might not seem like that big of a deal to us. Why does it really matter if you 
keep kosher?  

There are two different ways to think about religion. There’s orthodoxy and orthopraxy. If a 
religion is focused on orthodoxy, then it’s really important to believe the right things. But if a 
religion is focused on orthopraxy, then it’s important to do the right things. Christianity has 
historically been focused on orthodoxy, believing the right things. Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ 
and you will be saved. Even here, we want good progressive theology. What you do matters, but 
the emphasis is on what we think. But Judaism is all about orthopraxy. Doing the right things. And 
food is part of that. An important part of that. It’s a way of making your life as holy.  



About a hundred years before our story Greeks moved into the land of Palestine and tried to wipe 
out Jewish culture. Teaching the Torah was forbidden. Circumcision was forbidden. The Greeks 
even took over the temple, dedicated it to Zeus, and sacrificed a pig inside it. This is cultural 
genocide. Soldiers were sent through the land forcing Jews to eat pork or be killed.  

So, for Peter, this really matters. It’s not just a matter of some old ritual. Keeping kosher is a sign of 
how committed you are to God. It’s huge.  

So, when Peter has this vision of God telling him to eat everything, it pushes all of his boundaries, 
and gets him ready for what’s going to come next.  

As Peter, puzzled, sat there trying to figure out what it all meant, the men sent by Cornelius 
showed up knocking at Simon’s front door. Peter, lost in thought, didn’t hear them, so the Spirit 
whispered to him, “Three men are knocking at the door looking for you. Go with them. I sent 
them.” 

So, Peter went down and went with them. And when he gets to Cornelius’s house they were all 
kind of at a loss. Cornelius had a vision. Peter had a nudge from the Holy Spirit. But no one knew 
what they were going to do now that they were in the same room.  

Peter, being Peter, piped up. “You know this is weird for me, right? Jews don’t just do this—hang 
out with Gentiles in their house. But the Spirit sent me, so I’m here. And I think what the Spirit is 
trying to tell me is that God plays no favorites. God has just shown me that no race is better than 
any other. God plays no favorites. It makes no difference who you are or where you’re from. God 
plays no favorites.”  

And he started to tell them the story of Jesus, but as he was speaking, the Holy Spirit descended on 
everyone there, and Cornelius and all of his household began to praise God and speak in tongues. 
They were overcome. And Peter was amazed. This is exactly what had happened to him. And so, 
he said, “is there any reason why they shouldn’t be baptized, just like us?” And so, he baptized 
them right then. They asked him to stay for a few days. So, he did.  

I wish I could hear Peter’s internal monologue: I can’t believe it. They’re just like me. I thought 
they were so different. But they’re just like me. Even though they don’t eat my foods and don’t 
share any of my culture, they’re just like me. Peter’s world and Peter’s God have just gotten a lot 
bigger. 

When we were talking about this at bible study this week one person who’s worked at the county 
jail spoke up. She worked in the kitchen at the jail alongside inmates on kitchen duty. She said, I 
used to think I was so different from the folks there. What could I possibly have in common with 
these men? But then I chopped onions with them, and we all cried. I washed dishes with them, 
and our hands all got pruny. I listened to their stories, and I realized we’re all the same. We’d had 
hard things in our life. We had people we loved. We had good luck and bad luck and most of 
them had had more bad than good. But I realized there really wasn’t much that separated us. The 
world may play favorites, but God really doesn’t play favorites.  

Her experience reminded me of going to Hagar’s Community Church two weeks ago. Hagar’s 
Community Church is a new worshipping community that a Presbyterian pastor named Layne 
Brubaker has started at the Women’s Correctional Center of Washington. It’s a church of offenders. 
Everyone there has been convicted of a crime—just like Jesus was. I was excited to visit because I 



think it’s a beautiful ministry, and we’ve been praying for them. But I didn’t quite know what to 
expect. What would the room look like? What would worship feel like? What’s a prison church 
like? Would the women welcome me? Would they be allowed to speak to me? Would I just be 
awkward and in the way? I was nervous. Probably a lot like visiting any new church. I got a little 
more nervous with every fence and locked door and guard post we passed on our way in. But then 
we arrived at the chapel, and it looked just like a church. There was even a little steeple. It’s right 
at the center of the prison compound. Inside there was a big communion table, a lectern, a 
baptismal tub for honest-to-god dunking. There were chairs in rows and open glass windows. It 
was spare, but beautiful. About a half a dozen women arrived early to help set up. As they chatted, 
arranged chairs, decorated for Easter, put out bulletins, I realized, this is exactly like every other 
church I’ve ever been in. They shared details of their lives with each other as they worked. There 
were different opinions about exactly where the bulletins belonged. When we sang This Little 
Light of Mine, they sang their hearts out. And later in the service when a woman was baptized and 
water got all over the floor, someone just popped up to go get a mop, exactly as any one of us 
would here. It was her church, and she was going to take care of it. Truly, there is no difference. 
The world may play favorites, but God doesn’t.  

These kinds of experiences expand our world. They make us more human because we realize 
there’s not so much that separates us from others as we think. You don’t have to go to jail to have 
an experience like this. Peter just went to a new person’s house. I have watched deep 
intergenerational friendships form here where people realize that two generations and sixty years 
might separate them, but really there is no difference. Folks who spend time in AA or other twelve-
step rooms talk about the same experience—people from all different walks of life discover there’s 
really not so much that separates them. For many who are straight the first experience of someone 
coming out to them is an experience of realizing, “Oh. There’s not actually any difference 
between us. At least not one that matters.” This can even happen across political lines, if we’re 
really able to listen. Peter is right: the world may play favorites, but God really doesn’t. Deep 
down inside we all bear the divine image. That is what is essential. Seeing the divine in someone 
who is deeply different from us expands our vision of God.  

So, if we want a bigger God, or a bigger heart, it helps to put ourselves in situations with people 
who are different from us. Coming to church does that. Saying yes to an awkward invitation can 
do that. Finding ourselves in a place that pushes us beyond our comfort zone and just staying there 
can do it. Who knows when the Spirit’s going to break loose?  

What I do know, is that God is always bigger than we imagine. The Spirit has always already 
pushed beyond our boundaries. And we get as much God as we want. So, the bigger our hearts 
get, the more Divine Love we experience. The more we can see God in our neighbor, the more 
often we meet Jesus. So, may we have the courage of Peter and Cornelius to meet each other in 
our difference. Because the world may play favorites, but God does not.  
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