
See How God Sees

Isaiah 42:1-9; Psalm 29; Acts 10:34-43; Matthew 3:13-17

Can you see the two of them? Peter, a faithful Jew, member of that people whom God had

elected to show God’s light to the world (a people who also suffered terribly through the ages

because of that election). Watch Peter as he offers his hand in baptism to this Gentile Cornelius:

saying, “‘I really am learning that God doesn’t show partiality to one group of people over another.

Rather, in every nation, whoever worships him and does what is right is acceptable to him’” (Acts

10:34-35 CEB).

Peter, who saw people one way, has been moved to see people in a very different way. Now

he understands: Jesus’s love is more expansive than he first thought.

A parable in the Hindu Vedas tells of a man entering a darkened room. To his horror he sees

what looks like a snake coiled in a corner. Though full of terror at the prospect of a venomous snake

ready to strike, he fights the urge to flee and instead moves toward the snake to examine it. Upon

closer inspection, the spectre is discovered to be nothing but a harmless coil of rope.

This, according to the Vedas, is the purpose of philosophizing—to disarm the fearsomeness of

the world by removing the threat of the unknown. Knowledge of the truth about the world renders the

world less fearful and more bearable. Much hinges upon accurate perception and truthful

understanding.

Christians are not into detached philosophical contemplation of the world. Rather we look at

things through the lens of scripture, letting these ancient writings be the way through which we look at

God, ourselves, and others.

“I really am learning that God doesn’t show partiality to one group of people over another.

Rather, in every nation, whoever worships him and does what is right is acceptable to him.” That had
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to be a jolting, miraculous change of heart for Peter.

A cardinal Christian claim is that, in baptism, Jesus enables us to see and understand things

in the manner of God. Now Peter understands that those whom he had been brought up to regard as

Gentile outsiders are, in Christ, sisters and brothers.

Because of the expanse of baptism, an outward, other-oriented quality shines out of nearly

every episode of the Acts of the Apostles. Imagine that you are huddled in your house church with

early Christians somewhere in Asia Minor. You are Jewish, as are your fellow Christians. Though on

different paths, all of you have come to the astounding conclusion that this strange Jesus of Nazareth

is indeed the long awaited Messiah, the fulfillment of God’s promises to Israel. You have concluded

that events in Judea a century ago—the birth, life, crucifixion, and resurrection of Jesus—turned the

world upside down: God has, at last, come to redeem God’s people. Though you are few in number,

sometimes harassed, often ridiculed, mostly ignored by your pagan neighbours—your ecclesia, “the

called out” or “church,” believes that it is the first wave of the onslaught of God’s long promised

realm. God’s people will at last get the heel of the Empire off their necks, and these Gentiles will get

what’s coming to them.

Then, wonder of wonders, the Gentiles receive God’s judgment upon them—baptism. Imagine

what it must have been like to be in a congregation of fellow Jews and to see even Gentiles drawn to

Christ as their saviour, outsiders and persecutors embraced by the one who was meant to embrace

us?

A sub-text of recent debates over whether or not to admit Syrian refugees has been, “If we let

them in, what’s the cost? Will our nation be less secure? Will property values in my neighbourhood

be diminished? Will these newcomers help or hinder the economy?”
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While these are not unreasonable questions, Christians ought to admit that because of

scripture like this Sunday’s reading from Acts, Christianity’s default position is hospitality, even as we

received the hospitality of Christ. Sure, we can argue about how we ought to be hospitable and what

steps are needed to integrate these newcomers and enable them to thrive in North American

cultures. We can be honest about the challenges involved in their coming to and being received as

strangers in a strange land. However, as Christians we are “prejudiced” toward hospitality, particularly

for those in need, because that’s the way God in Christ has treated us and commanded us to treat

others. We once thought otherwise, now we “really [are] learning that God doesn’t show partiality. . . ”

Christians believe that the one universal God is known in a particular way in the one who lived

briefly, died violently, and rose unexpectedly—Jesus Christ. God has refused to be obscure in God’s

intentions for us and the world. 

In his resurrection, the risen Christ moved rapidly into all the world, outward. And the Acts of

the Apostles tells us that the early church, from the first, also went on the move outward into the

world in his name. Then (this is today’s lesson from Acts) the living Christ moved toward us, the

Gentiles, the outsiders, the enemies of God.

God’s move toward us Gentiles, we enemies, went against everything we thought we knew

about God. God? God is righteous, holy, high and lifted up, glorious and good. We are not. God is up

there; we are down here. Can’t say anything for sure about God because God is aloof, obscure,

obtuse.

And then came Jesus, challenging and refuting by his words and deeds just about everything

we thought we knew for sure about God. He was Emmanuel, God with us, but not the God we

expected. Where we expected judgment and exclusion, he enacted mercy and embrace. Where we

craved unconditional affirmation of our righteousness and insider status, he slammed our
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presumptions with judgment and called us to join him in movement outward into the world.

He practised unconstrained hospitality, inviting to his table people whom nobody thought could

be saved, people whom nobody really wanted saved. Resisting the clutches of the powerful and the

proud, he condescended, touching the untouchable and lifting up the lowly. In his suffering, loving

outreach to us (and even more so in his loving outreach to all), Jesus was other than the God we

expected.

This is the christological basis for Paul’s command to the church in Rome, “So welcome each

other, in the same way that Christ also welcomed you, for God’s glory” (Rom 15:7 CEB).

In the body of Christ Jews and Gentiles are now united. A new family is being formed, without

regard to ethnicity, gender, race, or class (1 Cor 12:13). You are witnessing a grand miracle. In a

world of separations, barriers, insiders divided from outsiders, there is, on the basis of baptism,

communion and community. 

God is not simply love but, in the power of the Holy Spirit, love in action, love making a way for

us to miraculously unite with others despite our various contrived separations.

Any unity we may experience as a church is derivative of the sort of God who has united us.

“We love because God first loved us” (1 John 4:19 CEB). The indicative “God is love” leads to an

imperative, “Love one other.”

Imagine the miraculous change worked in Peter as he moved from separation to embrace.

Sometimes this tenth chapter of Acts is called “The Conversion of Cornelius,” but I wonder if it more

accurately ought to be called “The Conversion of Peter.” Perhaps Peter thought his “conversion” was

when he was baptized, when he became a follower of Christ. I hope Peter didn’t think that day was

the end of his journey with Jesus. Here, as he offers baptism to this Gentile, Peter’s conversion

continues.
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Do any of you know what that conversion feels like, when God moves you to look upon

another not as a stranger but as a sister or brother? I hope you do, because in such a move toward

the neighbour we find ourselves drawn closer to the God of love. Love of neighbour validates that we

are loving the true and living God in Christ rather than some puny god of our own concoction.

The first Bible verse many Christians memorize is John 3:16: “For God so loved me, the

church, and folk who look like me that God gave . . .” No. “For God so loved the world . . .” It all

belongs to God. No one is foreign to Christ’s expansive embrace. There may be people who are

strangers to me; they are not strangers to God. There may be those who are enemies of me or my

country; they are not enemies of God.

This Sunday is the celebration of Christ’s baptism. But because it is the baptism of Christ, we

also remember the baptism of Cornelius. Cornelius is the great, great grandparent of all of us here.

We were Gentile outsiders. Then we were included by Christ. The gospel compels us to situate

others in the story in which we have, by the grace of God, been situated. 

In baptism, signifiers like class, gender, tribe, race, and history are being reframed,

reinterpreted by the infinitely more determinative qualifier—baptized. Today’s encounter between

Peter and Cornelius doesn’t end with each of these two former enemies being friendly to, or more

tolerant of, each other. It ends in baptism, an act that signifies the changed world in which both of

these people live, a world changed by the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.

The greatest hope for the contemporary church is that God’s enlisting us in God’s move out

toward all is deeply embedded in the church’s DNA. The explosion of the gospel past all human

boundaries confronts the church of every age with the question: Will we follow the expanding

boundaries of God’s kingdom or not? Will we attempt to keep up with the roving, seeking, searching,
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outreaching Holy Spirit? Will we risk welcome of the stranger as Christ has welcomed us? Will we

respond to them as Christ has responded to us Gentiles? Because of  Christ, and stories like this one

of Peter and Cornelius, the church must strive to keep our boundaries permeable and porous, our

doors open and inviting. When we receive others, we’re not relaxing our standards; we are fulfilling

our historic vocation to try and be half as welcoming to others as Christ has been welcoming to us.

Acts makes this baptismal dynamic of seeing others as God sees them the heart of Christian

mission. The embrace of all begins in the heart of Jesus Christ. The baptism of Cornelius shows that

God’s kingdom grows as the Holy Spirit embraces those whom we, if left to our own devices, would

exclude. “Mission” is the name for when the Christian goes to, listens to, presents the gospel to,

dares to serve, and risks being changed by those outside our fellowship whom Christ is determined

to join to us through baptism.

Baptism, as the rite of entrance to the church, denotes that Christ expects more than “invite”

and “welcome,” more even than “hospitality,” certainly more than passively “being with” others. We

are commissioned to the active, searching, seeking, embracing love, to do what Peter was

commanded to do and did in his seeking out Cornelius. Hospitality in the name of Christ is more than

a slogan about “inclusiveness,” and more than a warm welcome. “Let’s not love with words or speech

but with action and truth” (1 John 3:18 CEB). Christian love is love in action, a move to incorporate, a

strategy that draws somebody into the body in such a way that we know our church is truly Christ’s

church.

During the recent US election campaign one Friday a presidential candidate made a

particularly nasty remark about “Mexicans” messing up America. Sunday, a retired clergyperson,

went to church. He said, “I was hoping our pastor might make a statement about the candidate’s

racist comments. She didn’t. Rather, after her sermon she invited forward a family from Honduras
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who had been attending our church. She baptized their youngest daughter and the mother, as well.

She told us that God expected us to take responsibility for the care and nurture of this family and that

they were expected to lead us in a new ministry to Spanish-speaking people. The church stood and

affirmed our citizenship in the kingdom, ‘which Christ has opened to people of all ages, nations, and

races.’” - Will Willimon

This is the way the church protests loudmouthed politics; this is our go-to solution for putting

right what’s wrong with our society: the church. We see the world the way that God sees it and the

miracle begins in the baptism of a man named Cornelius, the great, great grandparent of us all.

Thanks be to God. Amen.
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