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  Acts 11:1-18


This past week, I had the chance to spend a fascinating few days with a group of 18 young clergy who are part of something called the “First Parish Project”.  The group pulls together clergy from all over the country, coming from lots of different Protestant denominations, who are under the age of 35 and serving a church as a sole or senior pastor.  My writing partner, Nancy Wood, and I have led a weeklong session for the First Parish Project for the past 3 years, and I’ve learned a great deal through the experience.  Being called on to teach something requires you to clarify for yourself what it is you really think, what you really believe, what you really hold to be important.  An added bonus is that the churches these young pastors serve are often really dysfunctional, and KC comes out looking pretty good!


The topic for our week is “Faith Sharing”, a phrase we use because it seems to be less toxic than the word “evangelism”.  While traditional evangelism has focused on convincing other people to believe what you believe, we take a more holistic, more relational approach to sharing our faith with others.  We root that conversation in a passage from Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians where he writes, “So deeply do we care for you that we are determined to share with you not only the gospel of God but also our own selves, because you have become very dear to us.”  Our focus, then, becomes not just reciting a script or saying what you think someone else needs to hear, but building an open and honest relationship with another person where we feel safe to listen and to share our whole selves.


We talk a lot at First Parish Project about being your self in ministry.  That is not always an easy thing for a young pastor to do, especially when they are serving in a church where everyone is much older than they are.  But we try to remember that the challenge is not theirs alone.  Many of the people in their congregations are struggling with the same issues.  They are unsure whether they can be real with each other or with God and be accepted for who they are.  So, we not only ask the pastors to reflect on when and where they feel like they are most authentic, most themselves in their ministry, we also ask them to consider when and where their congregations seem to be most themselves, most real, most authentic.  


Well, this past week, that question got a big laugh from one of the participants, a young man who pastors several rural churches in the mountains of North Carolina.  He then declared, “I was with you guys up to this point, but I tell you, if I just let my congregation be themselves and do what felt most authentic to them, they would just have fellowship suppers all the time and we’d never have the Eucharist.”


His comment caught us a bit by surprise.  Do you see anything funny about what he said?  I thought it was just stunning that he described fellowship meals and communion as polar opposites, as if the church’s attraction to fellowship meals was the thing that pulled them away from the Lord’s table.  I tried to respond to that young pastor as gently as I could by asking him, “Well, do you see any way that you might connect their love of fellowship meals with the sacrament of communion?  Could you, for example, celebrate communion right there at the table in the middle of a fellowship meal?”  Another young pastor chimed in that he often did exactly that, and soon the whole room was discussing the connection between the table in the church hall and the table in the sanctuary, between the meal we eat in one place and the meal we eat in the other.  To my surprise, it seemed like many of the people in the group were making that connection for the first time.


It seems to me that if we don’t make that connection, if we separate the communion meal from all the other meals we enjoy together, we miss a big part of what Jesus Christ was teaching that night.  The last supper he shared with his disciples was, in the end, a Fellowship Meal.  It might have also had a ritual aspect, it might have been a Passover Seder, but one thing we know for sure is that people enjoyed being around that table with each other.  They enjoyed the food.  They enjoyed the wine.  There was laughter at that table—I’m quite certain of it.  Teasing and re-telling favorite stories and asking for seconds and refilling glasses and right into the midst of that meal, Jesus stood up and held up the bread and broke it with words we still remember and recite:  “This is my body, broken for you.  Do this in remembrance of me.”  He brought that ritual, that sacrament, right into their meal, right into their fellowship.  He taught them that what was happening at that table that evening was holy, was sacred, an image of what God desires for the whole world.


In the scripture from Acts we read this morning, we hear about a dream that Peter has, one of the craziest dreams recorded in the whole Bible.  It always makes me laugh to read about his vision of a sheet filled with clean and unclean animals coming up and down from the sky and the voice of God declaring, “Kill and eat!”  What kind of animals do you think were included in this round up?  Do you think there were any that Peter looked at and said, “Eww!  I’m supposed to eat that??”


But somehow, despite all the vivid, quirky details of this story, we usually end up reading it as if were the real point of the story has nothing to do with the details.  The real point of this dream where Peter is commanded by God to kill and eat all sorts of animals is to teach Peter (and us) that the good news of the Gospel is good news for everyone, Jews and Gentiles alike.  God doesn’t put people into the categories “clean” and “unclean” any more than God categorizes the animals in that sheet. 


This was a very important point of discernment for the early Christian leaders, and Peter’s dream is part of the story of how the church spread beyond its original setting in the Jewish community in Israel.  However, I think we lose something important if we read this story only for the moral at the end.  We become like the young pastor I met this week who turned the meal of communion into a symbol, a metaphor, completely abstracted from the gathering of friends with food and wine and story and song that was the last supper.  The stories, the images of the Bible do teach important lessons, they do establish the important rituals and teachings of our faith.  But we lose something if we pull those teachings, those rituals and those lessons so far out of the story that we forget where they came from.


This story in Acts is certainly about who is acceptable to God.  But this story is also about food, about the question of what is okay to eat and to share with others at a table.  Forming multicultural community, a community of Jews and Gentiles of all backgrounds and traditions, depends in part on our ability to sit down and eat together.  The abstract belief that people of all different backgrounds are acceptable to God is really not sufficient.  We have to live out that belief in real community, real fellowship around a table, eating and drinking together.  Peter dreamed what Jesus showed what we may well have learned:  food and faith are intricately connected.
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