
 

1 

“Power from on High” 
John 13:31-35; Acts 11:1-18 

Dr. Catherine Taylor 
Blacksburg Presbyterian Church 

April 24, 2016 
 

 
I am back from a week in Montreat with my clergywomen friends 

 who study together every year.  
For those who may not know, Montreat  

is a beloved retreat center for the Presbyterian Church USA  
in the mountains of North Carolina.  

I have been going there ever since I was fourteen.  
Other than the sheer goodness of being with my clergy friends,  

I did not see any visions, like the ones in our scripture from Acts, 
so I can’t bring you an angelic word.  

But I can bring greetings from the Montreat community, 
where the streams and the lake and the mountains  

are ever beautiful and full of the glory of God, 
and where time feels blessed by angles  

and by God’s abiding Spirit. 
 
We are still in the season of Easter,  

hearing stories of the disciples being empowered  
to preach boldly, take risks, love one another, 

and travel further and further outward from Jerusalem  
with the message of new life in the risen Lord.  

Today's’ story is in part a story of trust, 
a story of disciples trusting voices and visions from God  

in their own dreams, prayers and experiences. 
It's also a story of the fledgling church trusting leaders like Peter 

when they report their experiences.  
The report is that the Spirit is loose in the world, 

appearing to people who in their wildest dreams  
the disciples never thought would follow the Jewish Messiah. 

 
Our story in Acts is actually a re-telling of the better known story  

of Peter’s vision of a sheet filled with animals  
that Jews were forbidden by religious law to eat.  

The sheet comes down and a voice speaks to Peter saying “Kill and eat,…  
what God has made clean no one should profane.”i   

Peter has this vision not once but three times  
 while on a rooftop praying,  
        a practice you get the sense he followed everyday. 
Now there's a hint for us. 
 Maybe visions are more likely to come  
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  to those who make spiritual practices a habit.  
Meanwhile in another town a Roman Centurion named Cornelius  

is visited by an angel who tells him to send messengers  
 to a man in Joppa named Simon Peter  
  and to bring this Simon Peter to see him.    

 
Behind all of these encounters we sense the action of the Holy Spirit. 

The upshot is that a baptism of the Spirit  
 is given to the Gentiles of Caesarea. 
  What has happened to these sisters and brothers  

is clearly not Peter’s doing, but God’s!ii  
 
 

Fast forward to our story, where Peter is explaining these events  
and their aftermath to the disciples in Jerusalem.  

The story starts off just as we might expect,  
with the Jerusalem crew being deeply skeptical  

and more than a little annoyed  
that Peter is gathering and eating with Gentiles. 

    Gentiles! Remember the children’s sermon -       
     Jews wouldn’t even drink from a cup used by a Gentile! 
So Peter explains what happened step by step,  

and step by step we hear the whole story again, too.  
 
Think back in your own life to a time  

when someone did something you were upset by.   
And how carefully and precisely that person  

made his or her argument to justify what had been done.  
Our story this morning is that kind of moment, making it clear to us  

just what a threat including Gentiles in the church really was,  
it was very hard for some Jews to accept. 

Jesus followers are already in conflict with some in the Jewish community 
who don’t think Jesus was the Messiah. 

Now outsiders are being invited in?  
It's just too much to take. 

We know from other Bible stories and sources that tension  
is going to continue to exist around the issue  

of welcoming Gentiles into the church for decades to come. 
 
Last week in Washington Robert and I attended a day-long conversation  
 of Presbyterians from across the nation about race and class. 
 One of the speakers spoke of the disparity 
  between the make-up of the United States,  
   where up to 38 percent of people now identify as people of coloriii    
    and the make-up of the Presbyterian Church (USA),  
     where 92 percent of us describe ourselves as white.  
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 Are we the church of Jesus Christ, the speaker asked,  
  if we don't look like the world outside our doors? 

 

Given the tensions around otherness in the present and the past,  
 what is remarkable to me about our story in Acts 

 is that the hearers do accept Peter’s explanation. 
First there is a bit of stunned silence but it is only momentary. 

In the next breath, according to the story at least, 
they are praising God and rejoicing that God has given  

“even the Gentiles the repentance that leads to new life.”iv 
Even the Gentiles.  

Can you hear the mild disgust in that phrase? 
Even the Gentiles, those undeserving so-and-sos  

who surround us and whom we avoid  
as much as possible given that we live  

in a occupied country ruled by an absentee government  
that does not have our interests at heart.  

Most of us have never lived in such circumstances,  
but if you have, then you know even more fully  

what a phrase like “even the Gentiles” implies. 
 
That’s us, by the way. We are the Gentiles  

whom Jesus’ first friends and followers  
never expected to be included in the good news  

of resurrection and new life. 
We are the unlikely converts,  

and not because we looked in the windows,  
liked what we saw, and pushed our way in.  
We had nothing to do with it. 

 
God sought us out. Did you hear that? 

God sent angels to spread the word about including us.  
An angel whose appearance terrified a Roman Centurion,  

not a guy terrified by much of anything in life.  
Another angel, who contradicted Peter’s protestations three times. 

God knocked Paul off his donkey and blinded him for three days 
 before sending him to proclaim the gospel  
  to Gentiles and kings. 
We are the Gentiles for whom the apostle Paul gave his life 

and through whose hands the church has reached every continent. 
 

 
For we who have inherited the church to hear this story  
 of welcoming "even the Gentiles" in Eastertide,  

 for us to hear this is to ask how we  
  might be shutting down access to new life in Christ. 

Are there people about whom we speak with derision 
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whom we’re not willing to welcome to our sanctuary or fellowship hall?  
As one commentator puts it:  

“If those early disciples who stood much nearer the Christ event than we  
were not prepared for the Spirit’s fresh initiatives,  

how much less prepared are we?  
 
As I was writing this sermon two weeks ago 

across my computer came an invitation to a conference  
at the other beloved retreat center of the Presbyterian Church (USA), 

Ghost Ranch, in the high desert of Northern New Mexicov. 
The conference is called “Wisdom Sharing: Refuse to be Polarized”vi. 

A paragraph in the promotional material reads:     
"We want people to have an alternative to feeling fearful,  

angry and divided—a safe place to explore  
how our strength arises from our…ability to compromise,  

our capacity to love and respect not only our fellow citizens  
but all of humanity." 

The conference is wisely being offered during the run-up  
to the presidential election, a time when we will doubtless 

be blasted by divisive rhetoric and attack ads.  
 
Looking through the material for the conference it struck me: 

the church in Jerusalem refused to be polarized. 
They refused to break up into camps around Jewish dietary laws, 
which might have resulted in Christianity  

being just another of the tiny Jewish sects that existed at that time.  
But that didn’t happen, in part because 
 it wasn’t left to the Jerusalem church leaders alone. 

The Holy Spirit was at work in the Jerusalem leaders, too.  
They trusted Peter’s experience and visions,  

so the news of new life in Christ continued to spread abroad. 
 
The Holy Spirit works within us, too,  

perhaps especially when we confront situations 
where our first impulse is to do things  

“the way things have always been done.” 
When it comes to the Spirit of God, though, 

there is no “way things have always been done.” 
There is every possibility under the sun 

including the ones we least expect. 
 
Trust is one theme of this sermon, as I said at the beginning. 
 Surely the other theme is the utterly free Holy Spirit 

 who bears God’s intentions in un-looked for ways. 
It might be that an utterly free Holy Spirit  

offering invitations left and right is a scary notion for you.  
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Lord knows many churches spend a lot of energy 
locking the Spirit up into a form that looks just like themselves  

and therefore never frightens them at all. 
But Eastertide stories like ours today  

of the explosive growth of the church  
 that followed Jesus resurrection,  

Eastertide stories put the lie to all such attempts  
to keep the Spirit of God in check. 

At the same time,  
 this unpredictable Spirit is in some ways quite predictable. 

Because we can count on the Spirit to be motivated  
by the same love that led Jesus to die for us. 

 By the love Jesus commands of the church  
in our gospel reading today. 

In fact, “…the [Holy} Spirit’s seemingly astonishing movements 
are completely consistent, expressing God’s love for this world 

in ways that we, limited by our own frail powers, [never can].”vii 
 
So no, I don’t come back from Montreat this year 

having been accosted by angels sent by the Spirit to stir things up. 
  I don’t have any shocking action of the Holy Spirit to report. But I wish I did. 
In at least one corner of my heart, I’d like one of you  
 to come tearing in to the Sanctuary or the Session room 
  or the Fellowship Hall or the kitchen sometime soon, 
   and announced you’d had a vision of the Spirit  

or even better seen an angel who told you to come  
     let us in on the next thing God is up to here in Blacksburg. 
I’m pretty sure that if you did, we would respond  

the same way the group did in Jerusalem. 
 We’d be skeptical, and more than a little annoyed 
  that we had to deal with such a thing at all.  
We would remind you that as good Presbyterians we don’t really 
 talk out loud about such things. 
Then it would be up to you to take hold of your courage 

and tell us step by step exactly what went on. 
Novelist and biblical scholar Walter Wangerin Jr.  

has a list of academic credentials, achievements and awards 
long enough to impress any stalwart Presbyterian  

confident that angels are a bunch of hooey.  
Yet Wangerin writes that he would love  
 to be visited by an angel. 

He was once given an assignment to write a personal story 
 for a book that matched personal stories with the days of Church Year. 
  It’s a great resource for preaching and I have a copy. 
Now, Wangerin is an acclaimed novelist in addition to being a theologian, 
 so he can certainly write, 
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but the day of the Church Year he was given  
was the Annunciation of the Virgin. 

How is a middle-aged man supposed to come up with a personal story 
 about the annunciation of the virgin? 
He thought of learning the story as a child from his pastor father.  

He loved the story of the angel coming to Mary.  
  But what story could he tell from his life about such a thing? 
Then he realized exactly what, and started writing: 
 “It is happening now, even as I write, here in my soul: 
  It is a desiring. I yearn for the bright, convincing,  

palpable appearing of the angels before me!  
Dear Lord, I wish I could see your messengers, 

  Your burning, spiritual ministers of power and goodness, 
   them that stand in your presence before they descend to ours.”viii 
He never did see an angel as far as I know,  
 but I believe in his desire. 
  And that the desire itself is a gift of the free 
   and unpredictable Spirit of the risen Christ. 
And I do regret that I don’t come back to you with a sighting of my own. 
 But if one of you should come rushing in with news of a vision I pray 

the Holy Spirit will sway our hearts to hear you  
the way he swayed the hearts of the leaders in Jerusalem. AMEN. 
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i Acts 10:9-16 
ii Cousar et al, Texts for Preaching, Year C, p. 307 
iii The percentage of "whites" changes based on how Hispanics self-identify.  
iv Acts 11:18 
v A place I’ve not yet managed to go!  
vi Ghost Rach program director is Stephen Picha. To learn more about the retreat, Wisdom Sharing: Refuse to be 

Polarized, follow this link to the Ghost Ranch website: https://www.ghostranch.org/retreat/wisdom-sharing-

refuse-to-be-polarized/  

vii Cousar, Op. Cit, p.307. 
viii Walter Wangerin, “Annunciation,” in Epiphanies, Stories for the Christian Year,Baker Books, Grand Rapids, 2003, 
p 69ff. 

                                                 


