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The Rev. Fred Craddock tells a powerful story from his childhood years.  He grew up on a farm, 

but the family lost the farm when he was a kid.  They moved into town, in a little four room 

house with no electricity or running water.  They were poor and they knew it. 

 

Fred’s older sister who was entering high school at that time.  Along with the other losses and 

the awareness of their poverty, his sister was experiencing the hardships of teenage acne.  She 

kept her head down in most conversations, combed her hair to cover portions of her face and was 

deemed socially awkward and shy by her peers.   

 

But one day she received an invitation in the mail.  Cullen Lyle was having a slumber party and 

had invited Fred’s sister to attend.  Cullen Bryant was a popular girl, pretty, outgoing, well-liked 

by all.  Her family was wealthy, and they had a nice home on Main Street.  And Cullen had 

invited her to the slumber party.  She went and had a marvelous time.   

 

This story might have been overlooked, but his sister continued to speak about it for the next 

sixty years.  It meant that much to her to be included.  It left a significant impression upon this 

socially awkward teenage girl that someone had noticed her and genuinely wanted to include her 

in an evening of fun. 

 

It reminds me of an equally powerful poem by Mark Jarman entitled “Ground Swell.”  The poem 

is about how he chooses things to write about and in it he includes an incident similar to the one I 

just described.  Mark was surfing in the ocean as a teenager.  He writes, “There was a day or two 

when, paddling out, an older boy who had just graduated and grown a great blonde moustache, 

like a walrus, skimmed past me like a smooth machine on the water.  And he said my name.  I 

was so much younger, to be identified by one like him---the easy deference of a kind of god, who 

also went to church where I did---made me reconsider my worth.  I had been noticed.” 

 

I prefer to begin the sermon from this perspective, to think about the times when we were 

included, times when we were noticed, times when we were made to feel welcome.  Those are 

the times that feel good.  But we could also approach this from the opposite direction.  We could 

also recall those times when we were excluded, the times we were told, either explicitly or 

implicitly that we didn’t belong or weren’t welcome.  We have all likely experienced both of 

these moments.  But I begin intentionally from the perspective of inclusion because that is what 

today’s reading is about.   

 



Our reading is about a tension within the early church.  And I would daresay it is a tension that 

continues to this day.  But the reading from Acts 11 is really an explanation of events that 

happened in the previous chapter.  So, let’s begin by setting the context for today’s reading. 

 

In Acts 10 we are introduced to a man named Cornelius.  He is a Roman soldier and citizen 

stationed in Caesarea.  For the modern listener that means he was a Gentile living and working in 

Jewish territory.  He is a foreigner.  He doesn’t belong.  He isn’t one of us, if you will. 

 

But we are also told that he is a devout man, someone who feared God, prayed constantly and 

contributed generously to the needs of others.  This man is a bit of an enigma.  He isn’t one of us, 

but he is faithful by every outward measurement.  To borrow a more modern phrase, if we were 

to judge this man by the content of his heart, by his character rather than by outward 

appearances, he would be deemed a faithful man. 

 

With his introduction, we are then told about two simultaneous dreams.  The first dream is by 

Cornelius himself in which an angel of God says, “I have seen your faithfulness.  I have heard 

your prayers.”  The angel advises him to send for a man named Peter who can instruct him 

further on matters of faith.  When he awakens he does just that, sending his servants to find Peter 

and to invite him to Cornelius’ home. 

 

Meanwhile, Peter has also had a dream.  His dream is more confusing.  He was on a rooftop, 

hungry and awaiting to be fed, when he had a vision.  A white sheet descended from heaven and 

on it were all sorts of animals.  A voice from heaven tells him that it is ok to eat these foods 

before him.  He resists.  Peter has been raised as a faithful Jew and there are some foods that are 

considered unclean.  He wouldn’t dare eat these foods because throughout his lifetime he has 

been told that to do so was wrong.  The voice speaks a second time telling him it is ok.  And this 

time there is an added statement, “What God has made clean, you must not call profane.”  And 

then, for emphasis, this voice repeats the statement a third time.  The three-fold repetition is a 

way of emphasizing that this is really true.   

 

The vision concludes with the white linen and foods returning back to heaven.  Peter is left 

puzzled by the meaning of this vision and how to interpret it.  This is when the friends of 

Cornelius, the Roman citizen living among them, arrive to ask Peter to come to his home.  Peter 

consents. 

 

As news spreads that this great disciple is on his way, the number of people waiting at Cornelius’ 

home grows.  His family and friends are looking forward to meeting Peter.  What may have 

originally been intended to be a small gathering has blossomed into much more.  As a sign of 

respect, when Peter enters the house, Cornelius bows before him.  A Roman soldier, a man in his 

own home, surrounded by his own family and friends, shows the respect to Peter by bowing 

before him.  Peter tells him that this is not necessary and the two begin to talk. 

 

While either one could assume a position of superiority over the other, they are instead meeting 

as equals.  They begin to talk.  Though the details are sparse, I would like to presume that they 

both shared equally, listening and learning from each other.  And in that conversation, Cornelius, 

a man of great faith in his own right, asks questions and learns more about the teachings of Jesus.  



It appears that Peter tells the full story of Jesus’ life and teachings and the role and 

responsibilities placed upon him and the other disciples.  They were responsible for sharing this 

good news as he was now doing. 

 

But something unexpected happens.  Just as the Holy Spirit came down on Pentecost to those 

who were gathered together, it happens again in Cornelius’ home.  God’s Spirit is moving among 

them.  Just when we think we have God all figured out, just when it all begins to make sense, 

God surprises us with something out of the blue.  Peter finds himself with a dilemma.  Although 

those present haven’t asked for it, he feels the urge to offer to baptize them. It just seems like the 

right thing to do.  

 

That seems like a very simple offer to the modern reader, but it was an incredible dilemma to 

Peter.  These are not Jews.  These are foreign citizens, Gentiles, people who look and act 

different.  But they are also faithful people, beloved children of God.  Baptism is God’s gift and 

he cannot rightfully withhold that from them.  But to offer to baptize them is to treat them as 

equals.  Hear this for the significance that it holds for the early church and beyond.  This is an 

important crossroads.  It is a momentous crossroads for Peter and the way he was raised and it is 

a crossroads in terms of what the church will look like.  Is the church limited to those who were 

raised as faithful Jews or is it a place for everyone?  This is the unspoken conflict Peter is facing 

in the decision whether to offer to baptize this household.  In spite of the conflict he feels, he 

offers to baptize them and they accept. 

 

Word spreads of what he has done.  Some of the leaders did not like what they heard.  He was 

summoned by them to explain his actions.  Their greatest concern seems to be that he went to 

Cornelius’ home, that he visited with and taught Gentiles and that he ate with them.  And I am 

guessing here, but given what I know of the modern church I suspect that we have a very 

shortened version of what transpired in that conversation.  I imagine that there was a lot of anger 

expressed at what Peter had done.  I expect that they outlined all the reasons his actions were 

misguided and the implications behind that.  What is preserved in the text has been sanitized for 

public consumption, but you can bet that it was far from the simple conversation that is described 

here. 

 

Amid the accusations and anger, Peter will begin by telling them of that very important vision.  

How a white cloth descended from heaven with a multitude of foods on it.  He tells how the 

voice invited him to eat from the abundance before him and how he responded by saying that 

this was unclean.  He wants them to know that he put up a good defense.  But three times the 

voice repeated that it was ok to eat.  And then that powerful phrase that echoes throughout the 

ages, “What God has made clean you must not call profane.”   

 

Throughout history this story has been told as a way of undoing the Old Testament prohibitions 

on eating certain foods.  Thanks to this story, we can all go to our favorite seafood restaurant and 

have lobster or crab or oysters.  We can sample foods that were previously said to be unclean.  

The prohibitions have ended and the buffet is ready.  And while we readily accept that these 

foods are appropriate and good to eat, this story is not really about food.  It isn’t about what goes 

on our plate.  It is about who is welcomed around our tables.  It is about God expanding the 

tables around which we gather.  It is about the responsibility of the church to continually build a 



bigger table.  And that is what made this a story that the church has wrestled with from the 

earliest of days and one that is deeply important today.  It invites us to look around and ask, 

“Who is outside longing to be inside?”  “Who has been among those excluded who need to be 

included?”  In the time of the early church, one of those groups were Gentiles.  And because the 

doors were opened and they were invited inside, we now have a place at the table.  We have a 

place to belong.  But our task is not to be content when we find our place.  We are called to reach 

out to those who are on the sidelines and welcome them, to make room at the table for them. 

 

This story and its implications are extremely important to me in my life and ministry.  I cannot 

take credit for this because it was happening long before I was appointed to the church I served 

in Indianapolis, but they regularly made room on Sunday mornings for those who were 

homeless.  We included them in worship, welcomed them, made them feel at home.  At the end 

of the worship service, we always concluded by singing the song “Shalom to You” while holding 

hands together.  It was beautiful to see longtime church members reaching across the aisle or 

pews to hold hands with those who had slept on the street the night before.  I once had a 

homeless man tearfully tell me how much that moment of singing and holding hands meant to 

him.  He noted that it was one of the rare times in the week when someone actually touched him 

and looked into his eyes.  He felt seen.  He felt important.  He felt included.  That is the lesson 

Peter taught us all in Cornelius’ home.   

 

I would daresay it is also the reason why we will gather next Saturday afternoon at Mill Race 

Park.  There are beloved children of God who have been excluded, who have been told by the 

church and others that they are not worthy, that they don’t belong.  But somewhere in the depths 

of history, from a mysterious biblical story, a holy voice can be heard whispering, “What God 

has made clean, what God has called beloved, what God has included, is not profane”  Our 

LGBTQ friends and neighbors are beloved children of God, embraced by God’s love, invited to 

the holy feast of God’s beloved community.   

 

The early church struggled with who to include.  The modern church is no different.  But what 

we see in this story from Acts is God’s embracing love that welcomes all and includes all.  How 

good it is to be included.  How nice it feels to know that we have been seen and welcomed and 

loved.  The good news of this story is that God looked directly at each one of us, looked you in 

the eye, called you by name and invited you to a place of love and grace.  We have been included 

at the table.  Let’s give thanks for that and make room for others as well. 

 


