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 Is anyone else a bit confused by today’s reading from Acts?  We have people 

traveling around.  We have dreams.  We have strangers and strange people doing strange 

things.  We have confusion between the idea of baptism with water and baptism by the 

spirit.  What is going on?  Well, in fact, this piece of the story is the simple part. 

 In 2 weeks, we will celebrate pentecost - traditionally taken to be the birth of the 

Christian church.  And today’s - very long - reading outlines an important part of that 

story.  It is hard to pin down the exact beginnings of Christianity.  We could start with 

Jesus as a disciple of John the baptizer. Or we could start with Jesus’s public ministry and 

his disciples.  But no matter where we imagine the movement started, “The Jesus 

Movement”, sometimes referred to as “The Way”, started as a sect within Judaism.  Their 

leader - Jesus - was Jewish of course, and would never have heard the word “Christian” 

during his lifetime.  The earliest disciples were all Jewish too.  They also would never 

have heard the word “Christian”. 

 So how did a Jewish sect become a non-Jewish religion?  Well, that’s a long story, 

but one of the early steps in that story was the acceptance of non-Jewish people as 

followers of Jesus.  And most of the book of Acts is about the interplay between Jewish 

followers of Jesus and non-Jewish followers of Jesus which happened as the Jesus 

movement expanded geographically.  Our story today is entirely about that one change - 

that one transition. 

 And we need to imagine that that transition was not a simple, straight-forward 

one.  Because the transition had to do with acceptance of others.  The transition had to do 

with who was an insider and who was an outsider.  The transition therefore effected 

identity.  And changes to identity are always struggles.  In a few weeks we will see that 

there are many other cultural inputs that went into making up the original Christian 

All Inclusive May 10, 2015 Page !  of !                                                                                  1 4



religion, including Roman, Greek, and Egyptian influences.  Including pagan groups and 

sun worshippers.  Including lots of exotic groups.  As the followers of Jesus expanded 

geographically, the also expanded culturally, philosophically, ritually, and theologically.  

To imagine that Christianity simply grew out of Judaism is far too simplistic.  But we will 

get to that in later weeks. 

 Today’s story is simple by comparison.  In this story, the only real issue being 

dealt with is whether or not non-Jewish people could be accepted as followers of Jesus. 

 Peter, one of the the leaders at the time, clearly felt that only Jewish people could 

be part of the Jesus movement.  But all that changed when Peter had his dream and met 

Cornelius.  To the early Jesus movement, Cornelius was a problem.  Cornelius was a 

devout person who prayed to God, and who helped people in need.  He wanted to follow 

Jesus.  But - he was not Jewish.  How was that going to work? 

 The Jesus movement had to make an important decision.  Did they want to 

maintain their cultural integrity and purity?  Or did they want to maintain their 

commitment to the principle of inclusivity that Jesus lived for and taught?  Did the group 

want to maintain their cultural interests and biases, or did they want to live a more 

inclusive life.  In short, the early Jesus movement had to choose between giving up on 

Cornelius, or giving up on Jesus. 

 Which is interesting, because I think we face the same challenge today.  We can 

give up on the “outsider” in our midst, or we can give up on Jesus. 

 I’m sure some of you are a bit surprised right now.  I mean - we are open, 

welcoming, inclusive people, aren’t we?  But perhaps it’s a bit harder to nail down 

inclusivity than we think.  If we imagine that the situation is black and white - that people 

are either inclusive or exclusive, then perhaps we are missing the point.  Because in our 

society, and in our church, there is a lot of middle ground between those extremes. 

 Besides, I want to go in a different direction here anyway.  Rather than thinking 

about how inclusive we are, I invite us to imagine that - yes - we are all open-minded 

inclusive people.  The question then changes to this:  In our efforts to be inclusive, are we 
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more active or more passive?  What do those options look like anyway? 

 Passive inclusivity is where we say that we accept everyone, but we do it by the 

simple expedient of not really paying much attention to “the other” anyway.  We put up 

with people who are different, and we don’t attack them, which is good.  But at the same 

time, we don’t really engage with them at all.  We don’t imagine that we have much to 

learn from them.  We certainly don’t imagine that they might contain some piece of the 

puzzle of life that we actually need.  That’s passive inclusion, which is not particularly 

healthy. 

 So what does active inclusivity look like?  Active inclusivity is the reality where 

we do not tolerate people, rather, we engage with them, interact with them, and fully 

expect to learn from them as they - perhaps - learn from us too.  There is no need to 

tolerate a person that you feel you are on an equal footing with - there is only the desire 

to learn and grow from the other person.  Active inclusivity is a state where we can accept 

other people for who they are, without feeling the compulsion to either imitate them or 

correct them.  Other people get to be themselves.  And we get to be ourselves too.  Active 

inclusion is healthy! 

 It’s a bit like traveling to foreign places.  When we travel to exotic places, part of 

our hope - I expect - is to open ourselves to other cultures and situations.  To open 

ourselves to see, feel, and engage with new traditions and ideas.  And then, when we 

return home, we can see to what extent the travel has allowed us to change ourselves.  

And whether or not we look or act differently, we will have been transformed. 

 It’s also a bit like light.  Remind me - what is a prism?  What does it do?  Yes, a 

prism splits white light into its component colours.  But what else does a prism do?  It 

also combines different colours into white light.  But what exactly is going on?  I’ll tell 

you a secret.  White light does not exist.  All light photons oscillate at one specific 

frequency.  So a photon of light must be at only one frequency and therefore has a single 

colour.  So where does white light come from?  Does a prism alter the frequencies of the 

incoming light?  Of course not.  

 White light does not exist.  We see the appearance of white light when photons of 
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different colours exist in the same space, and our eyes interpreted that as “white light”.  If 

you take coloured lights - violet, blue, green, yellow, orange, and red, it appears that you 

can create white light - as if all the photons somehow become identical to each other.  But 

that’s not how it works.  In reality, when you bring violet, blue, green, yellow, orange, 

and red light together, you still have violet, blue, green, yellow, orange, and red light.  

You also have what appears to be white light. 

 And that’s just like an inclusive community.  Different people with different 

backgrounds come together, retain their individuality, and yet also create the image of 

something new - community.  In an inclusive community, individuals are celebrated for 

who they are, not just their ability to “fit in”.  Differences are not tolerated, they are 

celebrated! 

I would like to close with this prayer (hand it out) which says a lot about church 

community. 

Stewardship Prayer (Archdiocese of Rochester) 

My church is composed of people like me.  I help make it what it is.  It will be friendly, if 

I am.  Its pews will be filled, if I help fill them.  It will do great work, if I work.  It will 

make generous gifts to many causes, if I am a generous giver.  It will bring other people 

into its worship and fellowship, if I invite and bring them.  It will be a church of loyalty 

and love, or fearlessness and faith, and a church with a noble spirit, if I, who make it what 

it is, am filled with these same things.  Therefore, with the help of God, I shall dedicate 

myself to the task of being all the things that I want my church to be. 

Amen. 

As we enter our coming week, let each of us ask ourselves: How does this prayer tie in 

with inclusivity?  What is one great opportunity for me to help my church be more 

inclusive?  What am I going to do with that opportunity … this week?
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