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HYMNS:
11
“Lord of all being, throned afar”



407
“The law of Christ alone can make us free”



774
“Lord, thy church on earth is seeking”



267
“Love divine, all loves excelling”

READINGS:
Acts 11:1-18



John 13: 31-35

“GRACE SANS FRONTIÈRES”
A story first of all. Some of you know that I spent a large part of my earlier life working in Botswana and this story comes from my first few years there when I was teaching in a remote rural school.
Our link with the outside world was a small village called Palapye, a rather dusty and somewhat dull place but for us a place with shops and the railway line leading north to Rhodesia as it then was (now Zimbabwe) and south to South Africa. I used to visit Palapye quite a lot and became friendly with an elderly white lady who had lived there all her life. She was known as Mother Shaw or MmaShaw by the local people. Little did I realise that this little old lady was a heroine and the holder of an MBE. I heard her story from others – she never made much of it herself.
During the Second World War British soldiers were sent for periods of rest and recuperation through South Africa and Botswana to Rhodesia. Mrs Shaw organised the women of Palapye, both black and white, to prepare sandwiches and bake cakes so that when the train stopped to refuel and take on water, the troop, too, could be offered refreshment. Mrs Shaw and co-workers did this every time a train with soldiers was due to come through – it became a regular act of kindness.
So, on one particular day, as the ladies were on their way with their food to meet the train, a message came to them. This train was not carrying British soldiers on leave as anticipated; it was carrying Italian prisoners-of war on their way to internment in Rhodesia. Were the women to continue towards the station or to turn back? There was a lively and urgent discussion, amongst the women and with the authorities. Finally Mrs Shaw spoke, ‘these men are mothers’ children, too – let us proceed and hand out the food as we usually do.’

A small incident, a small decision taken in a far off place and known about by very few people, yet this was an act of breaking through the divisions and distinctions that human beings create. This was an act of recognition of our common humanity, of humankind’s creation in the image of God.
That incident happened in the context of war and it is in war that distinctions between different groups of human beings become most pronounced. Closer to our time we may recall the former Archbishop of Canterbury, Robert Runcie, who got into political hot water as a result of the Thanksgiving Service at St Paul’s Cathedral at the end of the Falklands War. In that service he prayed not only for the British casualties but for the Argentinean ones also, striking a note of reconciliation not of triumphalism. His Christian inclusiveness came in for a great deal of criticism, not least from Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher.
So throughout human history, in times of war and in times of peace, human beings have categorised who are the ‘insiders’ and who the ‘outsiders’, who is counted as ‘with us’ and who ‘against us.’ Distinctions based on nationality, ethnic origin, language, culture, religion and political affiliation have divided people and set them against each other down the centuries and millennia.

So we turn to Peter and the reading we heard from the book of Acts earlier in our service. This is a pivotal story. This is one of the major crunch points in the history of the early Christian Church. It is difficult for us at this distance to fully appreciate and understand the significance of this incident and its effect on Peter and his fellow apostles. Difficult as it is – let us try.
Jesus was a Jew. His 12 disciples were all Jews and, with one or two exceptions, all those early followers who heard him preach and saw him heal in Galilee and across Judea, were Jews. And Jews were an oppressed people – living in the Empire and under the rule of the pagan Romans and surrounded by people who worshipped all manner of gods. Despite being promised a land to dwell in they had been dispossessed and conquered by a whole series of nations in their history. To hold fast to their faith in such an alien world, the Jews kept many laws and regulations – laws to keep them pure and free from contamination by pagan peoples. So observant Jews would never enter the house of a non-Jew, a gentile, and they would never countenance sitting at table with gentiles for the rules governing food were particularly heavy.
Yet Gentiles lived among Jews – in Jerusalem, the post cities on the coast and in all the larger settlements and after the death and resurrection of Jesus Gentiles began to hear the reports of what had happened, to become interested and even to become convinced that Jesus was a messenger of God.

The disciples did not really expect this to happen – although Jesus had hinted at it – and this provided the apostles and other Jewish followers with quite a dilemma. There was already a process laid down by which Gentiles who wanted to become Jewish believers could go through rites of preparation. It meant that men had to be circumcised and then had to learn and then follow the Jewish laws and rituals. So now the early Jewish Christians assumed that Gentiles wishing to become Christians had first to become Jews. That seemed to them the natural and proper thing to do.
It is against that background that the story in today’s reading takes place. Word had got back to the apostles meeting in Jerusalem that Peter had been meeting and eating with Gentiles who were uncircumcised, people who had not gone through any re-education process to turn them from Gentiles into Jewish proselytes.
So Peter was in big trouble and under serious pressure to explain himself. So he related the story of his dream at Joppa, of seeing the great sheet come down from the heavens full of animals, reptiles and birds considered unclean by Jews. He told of his surprise at hearing the voice of God commanding him to kill and eat unclean things.

‘What God made clean, you must not regard as common,’ Peter heard, three times over.

Shortly after this messengers came to Peter to call him to the house of a Gentile believer (Cornelius). Peter went to the house as bidden and spoke to the assembled company of Jesus, his life, death and resurrection and, as he did so he became aware that the Holy Spirit had come upon this group of Gentiles just as it had come upon the disciples themselves.

The message of the dream was not lost on Peter and he mused that’ if God gave then the same gift as he gave to us when we believed in the Lord, who was I to stand in the way of God?’

Peter’s hearers were taken aback. They were dumbstruck and said nothing more in criticism of Peter. ‘Well then,’ they declared, ‘God has given the Gentiles, too, the repentance that leads to life.’

The issue of the place of Gentile converts was still to rumble on around the Mediterranean world but Paul’s conviction and then Peter’s revelation from God that His Spirit was available to all and that non-Jews did not need to become Jews first before they could become Jesus people – was fundamental to the spread of the Christian Gospel.
At the core of this happening is the work of the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of God which is always restless and calling people from the future into new ventures of faith, calling them to be risk-takers and breakers-down of barriers.

This Spirit of God is sometimes referred to as ‘The Comforter’ but where the Spirit leads is not always a comfortable place to be. The Spirit of God is always free, bringing to bear the intentions of God in the most unlooked-for ways.
If those early disciples, who stood much nearer to the Christ-event than we do, were not prepared for the Spirit’s fresh initiatives, how much less prepared are we? If Peter’s generation could be astounded by the work of God’s Spirit, what might that same Spirit have in store for us?

We, like those early disciples might be terrified that the Spirit will lead us, as individual Christians and as a community of believers gathered here, into places where we never imagined we might go, meeting people outside our usual groupings and in places strange and alien to us. We may well be called, as the Covenant Service puts it, ‘against our natural inclinations and material interests.’
Sometimes we will resist the Spirit of God because we are stubborn, prejudiced or stuck in a rut. Sometimes we will resist the Spirit of God through our misguided ideas of what faithfulness to the Gospel means. And at the heart of all of this is the troubling question, “how shall we know whether something is ‘of the Spirit’ or not?”

The test is simple and yet profound. As we read in our lesson from John, ‘it is a call to love one another’ as God in Christ has loved us.’ ‘Loving one another, caring for one another, doing to others as we would have them do to us – it is this to which the Spirit calls us, to a love bigger than we can imagine, a love which calls us across the boundaries created by human society and by human fear.

The title of today’s sermon ‘Grace sans Frontières’ (Grace without boundaries, takes its inspiration from the medical charity, ‘Medicins sans Frontières,’ This was set up by doctors from France in 1970 when political issues were complicating and obstructing the humanitarian response to the casualties of the Civil War in Nigeria. Medicins sans Frontières committed itself to providing medical help regardless of race, religion, politics or gender.

That is what the Spirit of God calls us to also – love, unconditional love of all the human family, costly love that stands out against human prejudice and political expediency. 

In a few moments we shall all be invited to this table, an open table where Jesus we come at the invitation of Jesus himself, where all are welcome and where we have a foretaste of that heavenly kingdom where all distinctions will have fallen away.

Grace, abundant grace – available for all. Amen

