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Acts 11:1-18
Psalm 148
John 13:31-35

Almighty God, whom truly to know is everlasting 

life:  Grant  us  so  perfectly  to  know  your  Son  Jesus 

Christ to be the way, the truth, and the life, that we may 

steadfastly follow his steps in the way that leads to eter-

nal life; through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord, who 

lives  and  reigns  with  you,  in  the  unity  of  the  Holy 

Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.
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Acts 11:1-18

Now the apostles and the believers who were in Judea 

heard that the Gentiles had also accepted the word of 

God. So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, the circum-

cised believers criticized him, saying, “Why did you go 

to uncircumcised men and eat with them?” 

Then Peter began to explain it to them, step by step, 

saying, “I was in the city of Joppa praying, and in a 

trance I saw a vision. There was something like a large 

sheet coming down from heaven, being lowered by its 

four corners; and it came close to me. As I looked at it 

closely I saw four-footed animals, beasts of prey, rep-

tiles, and birds of the air. I also heard a voice saying to 

me, ‛Get up, Peter; kill and eat.’ But I replied, ‛By no 

means, Lord; for nothing profane or unclean has ever 

entered my mouth.’ But a second time the voice an-
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swered from heaven, ‛What God has made clean, you 

must not call profane.’ This happened three times; then 

everything was pulled up again to heaven.

At that very moment three men, sent to me from Cae-

sarea, arrived at the house where we were. The Spirit 

told me to go with them and not to make a distinction 

between them and us. These six brothers also accompa-

nied me, and we entered the man’s house. He told us 

how he had seen the angel standing in his house and 

saying, ‛Send to Joppa and bring Simon, who is called 

Peter; he will give you a message by which you and 

your entire household will be saved.’ And as I began to 

speak, the Holy Spirit fell upon them just as it had upon 

us at the beginning. And I remembered the word of the 

Lord, how he had said, ‛John baptized with water, but 

you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.’ If then God 

gave them the same gift that he gave us when we be-
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lieved 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 life.”
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Psalm 148 Page 805, BCP

Laudate Dominum

1 Hallelujah!
Praise the LORD from the heavens; 
praise him in the heights.

2 Praise him, all you angels of his; 
praise him, all his host.

3 Praise him, sun and moon; 
praise him, all you shining stars.

4 Praise him, heaven of heavens, 
and you waters above the heavens.

5 Let them praise the Name of the LORD; 
for he commanded, and they were created.

6 He made them stand fast for ever and ever; 
he gave them a law which shall not pass away.

7 Praise the LORD from the earth, 
you sea-monsters and all deeps;

8 Fire and hail, snow and fog, 
tempestuous wind, doing his will;

9 Mountains and all hills, 
fruit trees and all cedars;

10 Wild beasts and all cattle, 
creeping things and winged birds;

11 Kings of the earth and all peoples, 
princes and all rulers of the world;

12 Young men and maidens, 
old and young together.

13 Let them praise the Name of the LORD, 
for his Name only is exalted,
his splendor is over earth and heaven.

14 He has raised up strength for his people
and praise for all his loyal servants, 
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the children of Israel, a people who are near him.
Hallelujah!
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John 13:31-35

At the last supper, when Judas had gone out, Jesus 

said, “Now the Son of Man has been glorified, and God 

has been glorified in him. If God has been glorified in 

him, God will also glorify him in himself and will glo-

rify him at once. Little children, I am with you only a 

little longer. You will look for me; and as I said to the 

Jews so now I say to you, ‛Where I am going, you can-

not come.’ I give you a new commandment, that you 

love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also 

should love one another. By this everyone will know 

that you are my disciples, if you have love for one an-

other.”
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SERMON

I think that Jesus’ teaching on the breadth of God’s 

Grace is one of the most challenging in the Gospels.

You have heard that it was said, “You shall love 
your neighbor and hate your enemy. But I say 
to you, Love your enemies and pray for those 
who persecute you, so that you may be children 
of your Father in heaven for he makes his sun 
rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain 
on the righteous and on the unrighteous.”1

We have eyes. We know that there are evil people in 

the world. They set bombs that kill eight year old boys. 

Would  it  not  be  better  for  the  evil  ones  to  starve  to 

death? If  we can see that there are evil persons, if we 

can tell  good from evil,  why in the  world does  God 

spread His grace on the evil ones as well? It’s offen-

sive!

It’s thoughts like this which should encourage us to 

1 Matthew 5:43-45
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question  whether  we  might  have  been  fooled  by  the 

ways of the world into believing that we’re wiser than 

we  are.  If  we  have  been  fooled,  what  might  be  the 

mechanism of the fooling? How might the ways of the 

world fool us into believing we’re wiser than we are? 

I’d nominate the 24 hour news cycle as a good candi-

date. All day long we’re fed a diet of twisted percep-

tion. When we turn on the news we get reports on the 

unusual, not affirmation of life as we live it. When have 

you ever heard Jessica Ralston say, “In Ashland, today, 

Mr. and Mrs. Smith celebrated forty years together. In 

other news, Mrs. Margaret Jones found a stray dog and 

took it  in,  providing it  food and water.  Over  to  you, 

Tim”?

These sorts of things, the things we celebrate when 

they are brought to our attention, are so commonplace, 

so ubiquitous, that they never, ever make the news. I 
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used to complain that I never saw a headline proclaim-

ing  “Commonwealth’s  Attorney  Does  Just  What  We 

Pay Him For” with a subhead reading, “And Did It Ex-

ceptionally Well.” You never see those headlines,  but 

the truth is that this is exactly what goes on, day after 

day, in the halls of government and the homes of every-

day citizens.  Overall,  most of us do  the best we can, 

most of the time, with what we have and nobody no-

tices. It’s not news. Since nobody is talking about it, the 

good we do drops off the radar screens. The unusual, 

though, gets blasted into our brains constantly, and the 

more  so  when something awful,  like  the  bombing in 

Boston,  happens.  All  day  long  we’re  fed  a  diet  of 

twisted perceptions. What does that do to our impres-

sions of the world?

I  had  an  acquaintance  who  worked  in  the  Ford 

garage. Forty hours a week he repaired broken Fords. 
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Drove a Chevy because every  Ford he ever  saw had 

something wrong with it.  Hearing about only the un-

usual, the horrifying, the inexplicable leaves us with the 

impression that the world is in a much worse shape than 

it really is. What else are we to think if every report we 

hear about this old world tells us something else that’s 

wrong with it?

I’m not trying to be Pollyanna here. There are terri-

ble  things in our  world.  The bombing in Boston,  the 

plot  to  blow up a  train  which was  foiled  in  Canada, 

these are honest to goodness evil things, but they are 

not representative of life on this old world. They are the 

unusual, the exceptions to the rule. A constant diet of 

these reports leads to spiritual indigestion as surely as 

would a diet of Louisiana hot sauce and habaneros. 

This  constant  repetition  hammers  into  our  minds 

things that have no place in a Christian’s mind — things 
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like blaming Muslims for the action of criminals trying 

to gain legitimacy for their crimes by hiding behind the 

word  “Muslim”.  The  reality  is  that  Muslims  are  as 

alarmed by these things as we are distressed when the 

Westboro “Baptist Church” crazies picket a funeral and 

claim to be speaking for  God.  I  can't  emphasize  this 

enough. If you are called to kill others, if you you hate 

and think your God hates the same things you do, you 

do not have a religion. You suffer from a pestilence. 

Tragically, the reports we listen to have wedded the 

word “terrorist” to the word “Muslim” in our minds so 

firmly that you cannot speak one without thinking the 

other. Is that accurate, do you think, or are we driving a 

Chevy because every Ford we hear of has something 

wrong with  it?  The reality  is  that  these two brothers 

were no more Muslim than you are. The older thought 

the Bible was a cheap copy of the Quran and was told 
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that if he didn’t moderate his views he would no longer 

be welcome at the mosque and the younger had been to 

the mosque only once in the last three years, smoked 

marijuana and drank. Muslims do NOT condone either 

activity. You can put a shoe in the oven but that won’t 

make it a biscuit. These two criminals were hiding be-

hind the word “Muslim”; they were not part of it. They 

did not have a religion. They suffered from a pestilence.

So why do we cling to the idea that there is some 

teaching in Islam that all Christians must be killed? Is 

that realistic, or something we’ve been sold? Something 

on the order of 23% of the world’s population are Mus-

lim. If the religion followed by roughly one quarter of 

the people in the world truly taught that Christians had 

to be put to the sword, do you think the world would be, 

by and large, as peaceful as it is? Common sense tells 

you that if one quarter of the population of the earth 
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were called to rise up to kill the Christians within their 

reach, the blood would run as deep as a horse’s bridle. 

Doesn’t happen. The two young men in Canada appre-

hended before they could blow up a train claimed to be 

Islamic radicals, but who turned them in? The Muslim 

community.  Tamerlan  Tsarnaev,  the  older  Boston 

bomber, claimed to be an Islamic jihadist but how did 

the  Muslim  community  treat  him?  They  told  him  to 

moderate his views or he would no longer be welcome 

in the mosque2. 

If I tell you that the number of Muslims involved in 

violence against the west is something on the order of 

one-thousandth of one percent of the Muslims on the 

earth, you will accept it because I’m enormously enter-

taining and devastatingly handsome, but somewhere in 

your heart, you will be disquieted and feel that I’ve said 

2 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/04/20/boston-bombers-mosque-cambridge_n_3125192.html?utm_hp_ref=most-
popular
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something you wish I hadn’t. If I push the matter and 

point out that our armed forces have brought death and 

destruction to Islamic countries and, as a consequence, 

have contributed to the resentment which powers radi-

cal Islamic violence, you will think me unpatriotic and 

we shall have an uncomfortable meeting in my study 

this week.

I’m not trying to infuriate you. The point here is not 

necessarily a defense of Islam as much as it is an at-

tempt to put into contemporary terms the depth of feel-

ing that Peter was encountering. To First Century Jews, 

the Gentiles were as feared and mistrusted as Islam is to 

the Western world. The reasoning went like this: Jews 

are God’s chosen people so Gentiles are God’s rejected 

people Gentiles are, in fact, the enemy. That’s the back-

ground behind the confrontation we read about today. 

Now the apostles and the believers who were in 
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Judea heard that the Gentiles had also accepted 
the word of God. So when Peter went up to 
Jerusalem, the circumcised believers criticized 
him, saying, “Why did you go to uncircumcised 
men and eat with them?” 

That sounds to our ears like a mild criticism, but I as-

sure you, it was not. I assume that everyone knows that 

observant Jews follow strict dietary laws which govern 

what they may and may not eat. About a sixth of Ameri-

can Jews do so, but in the First Century, table fellow-

ship was an enormous hurdle to bringing Gentiles into 

the new faith. How could you have table fellowship 

with Gentiles who paid no attention whatsoever to the 

dietary laws that were part of God’s very command-

ment to His people? You could wind up eating God-

knows-what if you sat down at table with Gentiles, but 

Peter did just that, and the opposition that he encoun-

tered would have been considerable. Peter in fact later 
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lost his nerve and was confronted to his face by Paul 

over it. 

Peter’s vision is important to us when we consider our 

relationship to our Muslim brothers and sisters. Those 

confronting Peter believed that God’s grace extended 

only to them. Our world is filled with voices asserting 

that God’s grace extends only to Christians. God’s voice 

asserts that His grace is broader than that. God’s answer 

to Peter’s self-righteous defense, “By no means, Lord; 

for nothing profane or unclean has ever entered my 

mouth” was devastating. “What God has made clean, 

you must not call profane.” Only those who cannot love 

mistake legalism for holiness. Jesus’ did not stutter. His 

commandment is to love one another. God’s grace is ex-

tended even to those we fear.

When Peter attempts to carry the Spirit to the Gen-

tiles, he is doing something which would raise the hack-
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les of his companions as much as yours are raised by 

my saying that our actions in the East, which have 

killed so many children and innocents, is contributing to 

the resentment at the heart of militant attacks upon us. It 

is much more comfortable to believe that there exists 

some teaching of Islam requiring Muslims to kill all 

Christians. From such a position we become the vic-

tims, and victims own the high moral ground. Islam be-

comes the villain, and we are justified in raining death 

upon them. This is contrary to everything Jesus taught. 

Jesus tells us to love one another, even our enemies, for 

by our love we will be known as His disciples. Jesus 

taught us to do unto others as we would have them do 

unto us. He assuredly did not teach us to do unto others 

as they have done to us, only in spades. 

God’s Grace is infuriating. God insists on treating His 

children as we treat our own. Jesus insisted on reaching 
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out to those beyond the pale so as to include within the 

circle of God’s love those who the people of the time 

had excluded. How easily we can read about that, so 

long ago, and never see it in our own actions! How ea-

gerly we reach for the status of innocent victim to gain 

the high moral ground from which we can pour hot 

coals upon the heads of those we would name as our en-

emies! How easily we set aside Jesus’ new command-

ment to love one another.

To speak of loving your enemies to a nation reeling 

from this inhumane attack upon innocents is offensive. I 

know that. I know that some of you will be angry with 

me over this. But I have to speak the Gospel as it is 

given to me to speak it. We are to seek only the ap-

proval of God, not the affirmation of the world. The im-

port of Peter’s vision is clear: the encompassing mes-

sage of God’s Grace must go forth beyond the Jews to 
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the entire world for God commands it. By your love 

will you be known as my disciples.

It is the willingness to submit your own will to that of 

the Father which separates a disciple from a dilettante. 

It was the willingness to submit their will to the princi-

ples of the Islamic faith which separated those Muslims 

who turned in the Canadian criminals from the crimi-

nals themselves who attempted to cloak themselves in 

righteousness to which they were not entitled to avoid 

responsibility for their actions. 

The scope of God’s Grace is offensive. God insists on 

dealing with His Creation in love. It is infuriating when 

we have been witness to the events we have seen, but 

we who are called by God’s Irresistible Grace are called 

to bring God’s Offensive Grace into the world. “Just as 

I have loved you, you also should love one another. By 

this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if 
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you have love for one another.”

One other, important, thing. We are called to respond 

to these two twisted, distorted souls in love, but we can-

not forgive the two young men who did this thing. For-

giveness belongs to those who have suffered and who, 

despite their suffering, consciously decide not to seek 

revenge or harbor hatred. Forgiveness is not ours to 

give for we did not personally suffer. Forgiveness is for 

those who were injured and maimed, those who lost 

loved ones, to give. But neither is it given into our 

hands to blame a faith held by a quarter of the world’s 

people for the wrong which has been done by these two 

young men. Islam did not do this. Two distorted souls 

did this. That they tried to hide their corruption behind a 

banner which reads “Islam” is no concern of ours. Were 

we to seek revenge against Islam for what these two 

have done, God would not heed our prayers. He would 
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send us away saying, “I never knew you.” To bring the 

offensive grace of God into all the world, even to those 

who are different from us, is the challenge of all believ-

ers in the life and teaching of Jesus, called the Christ.

AMEN

15



Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.
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vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
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The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.
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