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Crossing Borders – Finding God 

Acts 11:1-18 

 

This morning we’re going to baptize one adult and two children – a mother and her 

two daughters. This isn’t one of the days when the liturgical calendar encourages us to 

baptize. But there’s something irresistible about baptizing on Mother’s Day. Baptizing is one 

of my favorite parts of being a pastor. I feel a deep connection to the people, to my faith & to 

the faith community when I baptize.  

The text you just heard is the one assigned for last Sunday. It connects us to the 

theme of baptism. Right before today’s story, Peter had baptized the first Gentiles in 

Cornelius’ house. He struggled with it, because Jewish culture at that time considered 

Gentiles unclean & impure; therefore, beyond the waters of baptism, unless they were 

becoming Jews. But upon seeing that the Holy Spirit had fallen on these gathered 

Gentiles, he concluded, “Can anyone withhold water for baptizing these who have 

received the Holy Spirit just as we have?” In today’s text other leaders of the early church 

were also questioning the appropriateness of that baptism.  

What Jesus knew, Peter had just figured out, and the church was just about to 

realize, is that crossing over cultural boundaries is at the core of what baptism is. 

Historically & theologically, the waters of baptism call forth moments of “crossing over” 

from one land to another, from one reality to another, from one state of being to another. 

At the waters of creation, the state of existence changed from chaos to order; at the 

waters of the Red Sea, the Hebrew slaves left behind the reality of slavery and moved 

into freedom; in the waters of the Jordan, the next generation of offspring of those slaves 

moved from a nomadic existence into the promised land. 

This message is both timely and timeless. The timely part is Arizona’s new law, 

which essentially says that crossing their border leads to deportation & imprisonment, not 

encountering God. It’s important to say it that way to show how anti-Gospel it is. The 

timeless part is that what is going on in Arizona illustrates a central truth of life and of our 

faith: that human beings and human societies always identify a group of people as scapegoats 

to explain the reason for all their problems. The timely & timeless weave together. 

 During Eastertide this year, most Sundays there is a selection from the Book of 

Revelation and one from the Book of Acts. The Book of Revelation tells the story of a 

series of visions of heaven seen by a follower of Jesus named John. John lived in exile on 

the Island of Patmos, fleeing from oppression from Rome’s imperial power. John’s vision 

of heaven is not an escape from reality; it’s a broader view of reality. When we see that 

broader view we discover that the powers we fear are not the ultimate power. John saw 

that the power of the Roman Empire, which did plenty of damage to him and others, was 

nevertheless only a relative power; that God’s power manifest in Jesus is stronger; and 

that Rome’s power would end. Can you imagine the impact of that message on the life of 

John? Fear didn’t have the final word for him because he knew that the power of Rome 

was limited and temporary, and that he was on the winning side. Can you imagine the 

impact that message could have on the immigrants in Arizona? Or in your own life, in the 

midst of situations in which you live subject to and limited by an outside power.  

John’s vision is connected to the message of Jesus in the Gospels and of the apostles 

in the Book of Acts. Four times in Revelation John mentions the image of “every nation, 

tribe, people and language.” Jesus describes the Reign of God in similar terms: “From east 

and west, from north and south people will come to the banqueting table in the Reign of 

God.” (Luke 13:29) If we see Jesus’ prophecy as the first point of reference and the 

description in Revelation as the end of the process, the experience of Peter with Cornelius 

represents the midpoint – the period we inhabit. 
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Like Jesus and John, Peter also had a vision. And the vision disturbed him. But the 

vision was followed by an encounter that pushed him completely out of his comfort zone. In 

today’s story he is narrating that experience to his companions in Jerusalem. They had heard 

that Peter had baptized a group of Gentiles. The news troubled them, just like it had disturbed 

Peter at first. They asked Peter to justify his action. So Peter gives them details: three times 

he saw a large sheet coming down from heaven. He saw four-footed animals, beasts of prey, 

reptiles and birds of the air. He heard a voice: ‘Get up, kill and eat.’ When he protested the 

voice replied, ‘What God has made clean, you must not call profane.’  

Immediately, the men arrived from the house of Cornelius, a Gentile, whom Peter 

would have also called profane and unclean. Peter makes a connection between his vision and 

accepting the invitation to Cornelius’ house. When he arrived there he said, “You know very 

well that our law prohibits a Jew to associate with or visit a Gentile; but God has shown me 

that I should not call anyone profane or unclean.” (Acts 10:28) Listen well to what Peter is and 

is not saying. He did not say that there are no profane or unclean things in the world. He said 

that we shouldn’t call anything created profane or unclean – an important distinction. It 

suggests that in human matters, reality isn’t just a given, independently of what we believe it to 

be. Peter understands that we construct reality in the way we describe it. That is to say, if we 

describe someone with certain words, our description forms part of the reality that we are 

describing. 

Let me illustrate this with an example. When I was growing up in this country I 

learned that black people were more stupid and lazy than white people due to differences 

between their brains. In that time it was easy to accept that conclusion, because black 

people did not in fact present such brilliant school results and there were not many black 

people in responsible and well-paid jobs. Black people even began to believe this about 

themselves.  

But today there is plenty of evidence that the description of black people as less than whites 

is not an objective reality. The description created the reality. Today black people have good jobs 

and do well in school – we even have a black President who went to Harvard. We’ve seen the same 

with women. It used to be easily accepted that women were less capable than men because society 

had created a reality in which women didn’t have the same opportunities. So the “evidence” proved 

the description.  

I know I keep saying this, but it is so important for us to get. In the world that I grew 

up in, women stayed at home, Russians were monsters, Mexicans were lazy, gays were fags, 

and Jews were greedy. Do you see how words helped to create reality? We ordered society by 

assigning a level to each group, and designating certain groups as responsible for our 

problems. Our hearts only allow us to make war when we turn our enemy into something less 

than ourselves – less than human even. 

The good news is that people with a vision of heaven don’t need for history to 

change to know that one group of human beings can never be less than another group. Julia 

Ward Howe knew this; she didn’t have to wait for changed circumstances to convince her; 

she refused to play along. That was the essence of the first Mother’s Day Proclamation: 

“Our sons shall not be taken from us to unlearn all that we have been able to teach them of 

charity, mercy and patience. We, the women of one country, will be too tender of those of 

another country to allow our sons to be trained to injure theirs."�� 

Can you see that what is happening in Arizona with immigrants is nothing new? To 

call Latinos “illegal” doesn’t describe reality; it creates it. But the Julia Ward Howe’s of the 

world know that the threat involved in questioning the powerful for the labels they put on 

people cannot be overestimated. It evokes a powerful reaction because it is rooted in a 

practice that has been constant throughout human history. It is called “scapegoating.” The 

title comes from the Hebrew practice of ritually placing the sins of the people on a goat and 
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sending it out to the desert, symbolizing the elimination of the peoples’ sins. They did it 

every year because people kept sinning. It’s important to see that the original reason for the 

scapegoat was to restore a sense of the sacred to life and to the community. 

Human communities have a genuine need to restore the sacred. It’s a good and necessary 

thing. Scapegoating as the primary way to accomplish that goes very deep in us. It also goes way 

beyond a religious ritual with literal goats. When we see how scapegoating is practiced, it leads 

many to conclude that the system of scapegoating is an inherently violent practice that Jesus 

dismantled on the cross. The system works like this: a society identifies a category of people – 

communists, gays, Jews, blacks, women, or immigrants – and sees the elimination of that category 

of people as the solution to their problems. When Hitler said that Jews & gays were the source of 

all the problems of Germany, he was scapegoating. When Pat Robertson blamed Hurricane Katrina 

on tolerance for gays, he was scapegoating. When the government of Arizona blames immigrants 

for its problems it is scapegoating. 

Eventually something happens that makes it impossible to keep scapegoating the same 

group. When this happens the most common response is to simply find another scapegoat. 

One historical example that occurred in my lifetime illustrates how this works. In November 

1989 the Berlin wall fell. Most people identify that date as the end of the Cold War between 

the US and USSR. For an entire generation, the Cold War framed the worldview of the 

western world. For people in the US, the Soviets were the scapegoats. As of November 1989, 

that no longer worked. So what did we do? 

In December of 1989 – one month later! – The United States invaded Panama to topple 

the dictator Manuel Noriega. The primary justification was that Panama had become a center for 

laundering drug money and transporting drugs to the US and Europe. We found a new scapegoat: 

drug traffickers. Then, in 2001, Al Qaeda helped us change scapegoats once again. Now 

terrorists are the scapegoats. I’m not saying that there was no evil in the Soviet Union, or in drug 

trafficking, or in terrorism. I’m simply showing that no scapegoat can adequately and 

permanently explain all the evil in the world. 

But finding another scapegoat is not the only option. The Gospel option – is to dismantle 

the entire system of scapegoating as the basis of the social order. It’s not just that one group that 

used to be considered profane is now acceptable. The whole system of restoring the sacred by 

creating categories of unclean or profane people must be eliminated. That is exactly what Jesus 

did; it’s the reason he was put to death. He refused to join in the scapegoating of any group - 

whether lepers or menstruating women or tax collectors or prostitutes or eunuchs or any other 

category placed before him. 

Peter didn’t get that the first time. But he got it with Cornelius. He learned that it 

matters a great deal what we call people. God revealed to him decisively that he should not 

call anything or anyone profane or unclean or illegal. This is counter-history from the realm of 

heaven – the subversion of the history of this world from inside. The history from heaven is 

the history in which we learn not to call anyone unclean, where the so-called “repugnant” 

people learn to stop calling themselves repugnant, to stop believing that they are repugnant; 

where we stop calling the parts of ourselves we consider less acceptable “repugnant.” Only 

when we begin to acknowledge our “repugnant beasts” as John and Peter identified theirs in 

their visions will we begin to tear down the same wall that Peter tore down. 

But it is not only a matter of tearing down walls. Something new must be constructed. 

When Peter baptized Cornelius, he began to construct a whole new order, without borders and 

victims, imitating the reality of heaven. That reality includes the voluntary sacrifice of Jesus – 

the lamb from heaven – and the harmony of people from every people and tribe and nation 

and language. When Peter baptized Cornelius, he brought a little bit of heaven to earth. Only 

when we begin to forgive the victim are we able to build a culture that doesn’t have borders, 

because we no longer need the security or the identity that comes from an order in which we 
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distinguish ourselves by excluding others. In fact, the excluded one becomes the very one who 

gives us our identity as that one shares the gift of his or her commitment.  

How do you still try to distinguish yourself by making yourself better than another? Or 

more of an insider than another? Sometimes it’s subtle. At other times not so much. Who is 

your scapegoat? That’s where we have to start if we’re going to heal the world. 


