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Just As 

First Reading - Leviticus 19:32-34 

Second Reading - Acts 11:1-18 

Okay, here we go. From my vast reservoir of useless mid-century 

knowledge, allow me again to test your shared memories of 70’s/80’s pop 

culture trivialities. Who among us knows the name –– Billy Blazejowski? 

Anyone? It was the acclaimed actor Michael Keaton’s breakout role in the 

movie Night Shift, starring Henry Winkler. The premise of the movie is not 

worthy of mention here, but it did provide a platform for Keaton’s comedic 

genius. 

Do you remember Billy Blaze? He enters the office of a New York City 

morgue where he is starting work on the Night Shift. He’s got his Sony 

Walkman in his hand, with those iconic foam-covered earphones plugged 

into the jack, and he’s bopping, dancing and singing along with the Rolling 

Stones and Jumping Jack Flash. Duh-duh; duh-duh-duh, duh-duh-duh; duh-

duh-duh, Duh-duh. In his 80’s era satin jacket with its embroidered oriental 

dragons, Billy is bursting with can’t-be-still energy, literally bouncing around 

the room as he introduces himself to his super-shy supervisor. It’s full-on 

stream of consciousness as he picks up a framed photo on the desk –– Is this 

your wife? … Huh, nice frame. Say, you wonder why I carry around this tape 
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recorder? It’s to tape things. See … I’m an idea man, Chuck … alright … I’ve 

got ideas all day long. I can’t control them. It’s like … They come charging in 

… I can’t even fight ‘em if wanted to … So, I say ‘em in here, and that way I 

never forget them… Later, Billy pauses mid-sentence, and says –– Tuna Fish 

… Hold it! Hold it! … Chuck! Wait a minute … Take live fish, and feed ‘em 

mayonnaise!  He holds up the Walkman and says –– Call StarKist. 

For the next five years, every teen and twentysomething dude in 

America could be heard saying –– I’m an idea man, Chuck. I thought of Billy 

Blazejowski this week. We were in a meeting getting into the weeds of 

editing a policy … and I fell a couple of steps behind when my mind drifted 

for the slightest moment –– I’ve got ideas all day long. I can’t control them –– 

And the next thing I know, I hear Lindsey say –– Matt and I know about an 

instance where that applies… Suddenly, I’m panicking –– What? Who? 

Where? I drifted. And I was tempted to say –– I’m an idea man, Lindsey … 

Can’t get lost in the weeds of policy. 

Yet, sooner or later, you have to get in the weeds of policy if you hope 

to form something sustainable. You have to develop best practices, 

organizational structure, identify what your identity will be and how you 
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will convey it. Over the years, I’ve figured out that for any church program 

to form and thrive, there has to be a Spirit-driven catalyst, someone who 

brings creativity, energy, and has the verve and vibrancy, through the Spirit 

of God, to convey the possibilities and infect the congregation with 

excitement and motivation. You need the - Visionary, the Idea person.   

Yet, equally important, beside that individual there has to be the 

individual or group capable of bringing that 10,000 foot vision down to the 

ground, laying the foundation, framing the structure, making the messaging 

intelligible, setting boundaries, deciding who is eligible, discerning policy 

needs, looking at the budget, determining outcomes targeted, and 

benchmarks that need to be met. 

The two won’t always be entirely symbiotic, but will have to work 

diligently in pursuit of being on the same page, always seeking to follow the 

Word of Christ and the light of the Spirit. I have seen the Spirit driven 

symbiosis of ideas and organization most clearly through the witness of this 

congregation. We worship, study, and pray, and you take ideas, roll up your 

sleeves, and diligently pursue what God may be calling the church to do. 

Idealists and organizers, catalysts and worker bees, everybody is committed 
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and God is glorified.  Praise, policy, participation and perceived potential –– 

It all comes together in what we call church. 

At Jesus’ ascension, as recorded in the book of Acts, Jesus said to his 

disciples, “you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; 

and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to 

the ends of the earth.” And with that, the idea folks and the organizationally 

attuned folks began the hard work of forming the church in which we, over 

2000 years later, have the privilege of welcome and partnership. 

By the time we get to the book of Acts, it is pretty clear that Peter, like 

Billy Blaze, is an idea man, probably with Springsteen cranking on his 

Walkman; impulsive; the one most likely to jump in without a plan or a 

policy or any attention to protocol; act first and ask for mercy later. Peter is 

the basketball player throwing up the long three with the coach screaming 

–– No, no, no … okay! It’s obvious from the Gospels … Remember? 

“Immediately, he left his boat and followed Jesus …” –– At the transfiguration, 

unable to wait for Jesus to tell them what is going on, Peter’s throwing out 

ideas: “Lord, it is good for us to be here. If you wish, I will put up three shelters

—one for you, one for Moses and one for Elijah.” –– When Jesus informed the 
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disciples of his future arrest, “Peter took Him aside and began to rebuke Him, 

saying, "Far be it from You, Lord; this shall not happen to You!” That’s the 

time Jesus said, “Get behind me Satan!” –– At the arrest of Jesus, the Prince 

of Peace, it is Peter who, unbidden, is pulling out his sword and attacking 

the high priest’s servant. –– At the Lord’s Supper, it is Peter who declares his 

willingness to go to prison and to death with Jesus, only to be outed by 

Jesus as the one who will deny him, not once, but three times. –– On 

Sunday morning, Peter is jumping up and running to the tomb, and when 

the other disciples are confused about what comes next, Peter’s got an idea, 

a plan: “I’m going fishing.”   

Peter has energy, impulsivity, initiative, and just enough naivety to 

occasionally land him in awkward places … like the dinner table of a 

Gentile. Peter is an idea guy, which should not be confused with a scholar. 

Peter acts on impulses without the burden of research or pre-approval. So, 

today, we find Peter once again having to explain himself. 

Have you ever had to appear before a review board, or a commission, 

or some group or committee ordained with the power to examine, question, 

or discipline you; the power to review or judge your choices, your actions, 
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your competency? If you want to be a preacher in the Presbyterian world, 

you’d better get used to the idea that this is a regular part of the journey –– 

evaluative reviews, annual consultations, psychological profiles, oral exams 

before a committee, public exams before a whole congregation of preachers 

and elders, administrative commissions –– Presbyterians love panels of 

sober-faced folk making decisions about your place, purpose, performance, 

and predicaments. So, we can identify with Peter, sitting in the anteroom 

outside the council chamber. We can feel his anxiety, as he waits to appear 

before the Jerusalem Council. Hands tremulous, sweat beads forming, voice 

unsteady as he hears those dreaded words, “They’re ready for you now.”  

Peter, the energetic, sometimes impulsive idea guy, that dude who 

tends to act first and figure the details out later, has been called before the 

Council because he has some explaining to do. You see, the “idea man” had 

an idea, or more specifically, a vision. The vision? A Golden Corral buffet, 

descending before him on a tablecloth filled with all the tasty delights and 

adventurous wild game that were not to be found on the centuries-old menu 

approved and signed by Moses himself.  
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Peter initially demurred, figuring this was some kind of test. Having 

been in trouble many times before, Peter didn’t want to fail this test, too; 

but the voice from heaven said, “What God has made clean, you must not 

call profane.” 

A day earlier, a man named Cornelius was also contacted by heaven’s 

home office, an angel instructing him to go find Peter and invite him over. 

So, here we have a request for a pastoral visit, and the menu for a banquet. 

No big deal, right? In the South it’s a rite of passage for the preacher to 

show up for fried chicken. However, this is different. This is waaay different. 

This is huge … what academics would call a paradigm shift … what church 

folk would call “We’ve never done it that way before” … the kind of thing that 

makes church folk whisper out in the parking lot “Over my dead body.”  

Peter still feels at home in the synagogue, his faith still oriented 

toward Jerusalem, his lifestyle still largely influenced by Torah, his behavior 

still guided by the Law. And the Law makes it clear that: 1) You don’t hang 

with Gentiles; 2) You don’t eat off the non-kosher menu; and 3) You don’t 

make friends with the occupying army oppressing Israel. Cornelius is a 

Gentile - Strike one. Cornelius eats and serves what Gentiles eat - Strike 
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two. Cornelius is a Centurion, a commanding officer is Rome’s occupying 

force - Strike three. So, when Peter welcomes Cornelius’ representatives, 

puts them up for the night, goes with them to Cornelius’ place, and then 

stays with them for a few days, he’s breaking all sorts of boundaries and 

dishonoring all sorts of traditions. Peter is saying things like –– “I truly 

understand that God shows no partiality;” and “Can anyone withhold the 

water for baptizing these people who have received the Holy Spirit just as 

we have?” And then, he baptizes them. And Peter does all of this without 

prior approval. Whoa, Nellie!! 

Well, word travels quickly back to Jerusalem that Peter has been 

partying with the Gentiles, even performing unauthorized baptisms, and the 

Council’s basic reaction is –– He did what? 

An indication of just how out-of-the-box this episode is can be seen in 

the fact that Luke deems it important to print the story twice, back to back 

–– first, the account of Peter’s behavior, and second, Peter’s defense of his 

behavior before the Council in Jerusalem, a classic what do you have to say 

for yourself moment. 
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This is huge! This is a seminal moment in the emerging church as it 

seeks to understand its identity in Christ. It is policy writing time. What kind 

of people, what kind of church are we called to be? Are we going to focus 

on building fences to limit who gains admittance, fences that keep out 

words like diversity, change, hospitality, open hearts, and open minds? Or, 

are we going remove the fences and focus our energies on welcome, 

openness, grace, mercy, invitation, a willingness to listen, learn, and thus 

grow?  

Peter was probably sweating bullets under his tunic, wondering if the 

jury before him would conclude –– Well Peter, this time you went rogue: too 

far, too fast, out-of-bounds. Change is hard.  

But Luke surprises us here. Peter concludes his defense before the 

Council, saying, “‘And as I began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell upon them just 

as it had upon us at the beginning … If then God gave them the same gift that 

he gave us when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could 

hinder God?’ When they heard this, they were silenced. And they praised God, 

saying, “Then God has given even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to 
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life.” What an amazing response! What a fundamental shift in the church’s 

identity. 

The church, Christ’s church, is to be a vehicle of welcome, invitation, 

hospitality, emerging diversity, inclusion, and not a museum with its 

treasures under lock and key. The Church is the place where the table is big 

and there is always room for more guests. The Church is the place where 

the stranger is welcomed, believing such strangers may just have something 

to teach us. You don’t audition for the church. You, church, are the body of 

Christ. All are welcome here.  

You’d think we would have understood this by now, but the lessons of 

Acts 11 are still met with resistance. Bridge building is harder than the fence 

raising. Interestingly, I came across two items this week that illumined this 

challenge. One was an academic lecture given at a conference somewhere 

on a mountain. Conferences, particularly theological ones, always seem to 

land on mountains. The speaker was a theologian, John Thatamanil, whose 

unique personal story provided a launching pad for his study and research. 

He was born in India to Christian parents, which was relatively unique. At 

the age of six, the family landed in Brooklyn, where he was raised and 
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educated. Racially, he was typically profiled as Hindu, so at some point he 

began to explore the diversity of his culture of origin and his family’s faith 

tradition. His studies earned him a Phd. in world religions, and even took 

him back to India because he wanted to learn Sanskrit, winding up under 

the tutelage of a Hindu guru. The encounter had a profound impact on him, 

and pushed him toward studying the future of religious identity.(John Thatamanil, 

Homebrewed Christianity)   

We know we live in an increasingly pluralistic society with a variety of 

faith traditions, but he points out that what we are already living into could 

be better described as a culture of multiple religious participation – The 

Christian and the Hindu or the Jew or the Buddhist not only live in the same 

neighborhoods, but increasingly under the same roof, sharing the same bed. 

Mom’s Hindu, Dad’s Baptist, and so the kids are ??? Rather than being 

threatened by that, could it be possible that we are called to ponder, not 

how Jesus rejects that, but how Jesus relates to that, lives with that. As 

Peter and the Council pondered –– “If then God gave them the same gift that 

he gave us when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could 

hinder God?” At the crossroad, do we follow where grace leads or do we 

build the fence to close ourselves in? 
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On the same day I came across this, I also came upon a column by 

David Brooks pondering if this is the age of rejection. “By 1959, about half 

of American college applicants applied to just one school. But now you meet 

students who feel that they have to apply to 20 or 30 colleges in the hopes 

that there will be one or two that won’t reject them … Roughly 54,000 

students applied to be part of the Harvard class of 2028, and roughly 1,950 

were accepted. That means that about 52,050 were rejected.” Similarly, 

“Goldman Sachs … has 2,700 internship positions and receives roughly 

315,000 applicants, which means that about 312,300 get rejected.” Once 

armed with a degree, Brooks says –– “I keep hearing and reading stories 

about young people who applied to 400 jobs and got rejected by all of 

them.” He says, “It seems we’ve created a vast multilayered system that 

evaluates the worth of millions of young adults and, most of the time, tells 

them they are not up to snuff.”(David Brooks, The New York Times) 

We were raised and our kids are raised in a culture constantly 

reinforcing the ethos that our value/worth/utility are dependent on 

culture’s markers of success –– resume, selectiveness of college, job status, 

income, toys. And the fences in this culture are high and rigid and 

unforgiving. So, why would the Jesus who said, “Come to me, all you who 
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are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest,” ever suggest that the 

church should mimic this culture’s structures of exclusivity and status-

centered practices of rejection? Remember that Karl Barth said that Jesus 

Christ is God’s yes to Creation. 

The church of Jesus Christ was never meant to be an enclave of the 

select but is always called to be a catalyst for welcome where there is always 

room for one more. The grace of Jesus Christ is not exclusive, but always 

expansive. “If then God gave them the same gift that he gave us when we 

believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could hinder God?” Amen.  
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