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Acts 11:31-35 “If I say it’s ok, it’s ok.” – God.

This morning’s reading from Acts 11 is a powerful one.  It deals with the transformation of prejudice through an encounter with God.

You may or may not know that I was born in South Africa.  We lived there in the thick of the Apartheid regime. We had a black servant called Gertrude.  Like all fortunate black women who had a job, Gertrude worked in a white person’s house in the city during the week and then went home to her family in a shanty town on the outskirts of Johannesburg on weekends.  Gertrude wasn’t allowed to travel on white people’s buses.  Her children were not allowed to attend a white person’s school.  Her husband was not allowed to drink at a white person’s bar.
I remember an occasion when I was 4 or 5. We were on a caravan trip and had stopped at a caravan park for the night.  I soon found myself a playmate.  We spent the afternoon together having a great time playing down by the tennis courts. Some time later, my mother came to find me.  She looked horrified, took my hand and led me back to the van.  “You mustn’t play with that little girl,” she said. 

“Why not?” I asked, puzzled.

 “Because  she’s not like us”, was my mother’s reply. I remember being confused and upset.

 “She is too like us!”  I protested. 

 “No” said my mother. “She’s black. A white girl can’t play with a black girl.”  And I was not allowed to see my little friend again.  I cried. Even now, the injustice of that incident burns in my memory.  I’ve never forgotten it.
My parents were part of that society.  Its make-up was something they just accepted. For the vast silent majority, Apartheid was simply ‘the way it was’.  We eventually left South Africa because of Apartheid – but not because my parents thought it was morally wrong.  It was because those who did think it was morally wrong were rocking the boat, and the country was becoming politically unstable.

It took the man Nelson Mandela, his courage, and 27 years of his life in a South African prison, to rock the boat enough to begin to make people question the status quo. 

Prejudice is both an insidious and powerful force in any culture.  It shapes our thinking and forms our world view. It becomes the frame of reference of our social behaviour, holding us in a vice-like grip.  And most of the time, we’re not even aware of it.
That’s where Peter was at the beginning of this reading from Acts. The devout Jew of his day sought to obey more than 600 prohibitions that were packed around the law. These prohibitions were designed to stop the God-fearing Jew from disobeying the central tenets of the law. Among them were prohibitions against eating certain foods. One of the biggies was the importance of not having any contact with a Gentile. (That’s a non-Jew) Contact with a Gentile was seen as a threat and a serious contamination, and so Jews avoided contact with Gentiles at all costs.
That was simply life.  No one questioned it. That’s the way it was.  Just like Apartheid.

But God never meant the Jews to separate themselves from the Gentiles. Way back in the early days of their covenant relationship with God, the mission of the Jewish nation was actually to be a kingdom of priests to the nations around them. They were meant to be a light to them – a nation that would bring the surrounding nations to God.  Of course they quite never rose to that particular call.  

When Jesus came, he came to reconcile people to God.  ALL people.  Not just the Jews.  And in today’s story, God takes hold of one of the most deeply ingrained prejudices of the Jewish nation, and turns it upside down.

God wanted to bring the Gentiles into the church because he died for them too.  But he had to overcome the cultural prejudice and conditioning of the early Christians. And so God began by pinning Peter down in a dream.  In the dream, Peter was obviously hungry.  God presented him with all manner of food on the hoof and in the air – and told him to kill and eat.  “Take you pick, Peter – it’s all good!”  But it was all illegal!  It’s was all prohibited! Peter recoiled from God’s command in absolute horror.

“I can’t do that, Lord!  It’s unclean. I’ve NEVER done that!  I’m a good boy.” 

And God replied, “If say it’s okay, it’s ok!”

It happened three times and Peter got the message.  Then God was able to break through the barrier of ingrained cultural prejudice, and bring his love to bear on the Gentiles as well as the Jews.
It’s fascinating, isn’t it, when you think that God didn’t really need Peter to pour out his Spirit on the Gentiles.  In fact, Peter’s brilliant preaching had nothing to do with it.  He only got out a couple of sentences before the Spirit fell upon the Gentile believers.

But Peter wasn’t irrelevant. God required Peter to be there for another reason. God not only wanted to include the Gentiles in the Church, he wanted to break down the barriers of prejudice, and bring Jews and Gentiles together into his Church.

Remember the Gospel reading today? “A new commandment I give you,” said Jesus.  “Love one another as I have loved you.”  What was new about it? The Jews had been called to love one another right from the beginning.

What was NEW about it was the breadth of that love.  It was to encompass the

unclean, unapproachable, untouchable, undesirable  – everything the Jews considered the Gentiles to be.
Now – we need to be careful that we don’t read this passage with us on the outside looking in, passing judgment on the Jews. This passage speaks volumes to us as well.
I’m sure we can see how the command to love the untouchable and unclean would apply to the supporters of Apartheid – that’s pretty obvious.  To us anyway.  But to someone who has grown up in that culture, it would not have been obvious.  There were as many Christians who supported Apartheid as there were who opposed it.  Enculturation sneaks up on us; envelops us; woos us into acceptance and complacency. So often, we are simply not aware of our own prejudices!
Think for a moment of the things that people do or say that upset or unsettle you.

For instance, you might be unsettled by people who smoke or drink to excess, or who gamble or who have different moral standards to your own.

You might be unsettled if a Muslim family moved in next door; or perhaps a gay couple with a young child. You might be upset if, as an evangelical Christian, you hear a more liberal Christian say things that you hold dear are simply not important.  Or, as a more liberal Christian, you might be upset to hear an evangelical Christian telling you that you are not saved! There are a lot of theological and practical prejudices in the Church!
Are we aware of any prejudices in ourselves this morning? Where have they come from?  I wonder if we’ve ever thought about that?  And if we are brave enough to identify them, how would God want us to deal with them?

Some years ago, I was talking to a fellow minister about homosexuality.  He was someone I deeply respected and I wanted to know what he thought.  He said something I’ve always remembered.

At that time, he was wrestling with the theology of it all. He said he couldn’t condone homosexuality, but neither could he condemn it.  “In the end”, he said, “If I must make a decision where I might be wrong, I would always be inclined to err on the side of love.”
So what he was saying was, if he found himself in a situation where it was a toss up as to whether he condemned or condoned, he would go with the choice that enabled him to show love.  I think there is a lot in that. 

When Jesus said, “A NEW commandment I give to you; that you love one another as I have loved you.” he was making the point that love transcends prejudice. Jesus’ love is unconditional.  We know he doesn’t love sin – but he always loves the sinner.  All too often though, when we see someone sinning, not only do we reject the sin, we also reject the sinner.

It took a powerful encounter with God to shift Peter’s prejudice, and to allow the Holy Spirit to work through him. That same powerful encounter can be ours as well, if we care to reach for it. 

Let us ask the Holy Spirit this morning to examine our hearts; to see if we harbor any unconscious and unhealthy prejudices that stop us showing God’s unconditional love; and ask him to transform us, as he transformed the early church.

Let’s pray.

