A Story to Tell

January 13, 2008
Acts 10:34-43

During the weeks leading up to Christmas, my family and I received the 

usual variety of Christmas cards and letters that carry newsy updates about friends and family.  It’s always interesting to read them - each one is uniquely written and in the stories shared, offers a glimpse at what life has held over the past 12 months.  For the most part, there weren’t too many surprises.  However, one stood out this year, in no small part because Patrick drew my attention to it as I came in one evening:  “you need to read this,“ he said, and I began to move through the letter.  It started with a ‘confession’ of sorts from my friend.  She noted that she’d never written one of these Christmas Newsletters before, but this seemed like a good year to begin.  This friend of mine is married with three children in various stages of high school and college.  Her life is very full, ‘too full’ she might even say at times.  But the letter carried a little bit of news about what was happening with the kids and her husband. The bulk of the letter described a medical journey she’d been on since late in the spring that began with a cancer diagnosis in the form of a tiny but aggressive tumor.  Later that evening I called her - just to talk.  I wanted to hear how she was coping with all that had happened in her life.  After we talked for a little while, I asked her straight out:  “How are you doing with all of this?”  Her answer was brief - and to the point. “Well,” she said, “it’s given me a lot of opportunities to talk about Jesus.”  Her answer intrigued me, not because it was the ‘right’ answer, so to speak.  My surprise had to do with the way she said it.  Her tone and manner seemed to imply that it had been hard, at times, and frightening at points; it did come to her unexpectedly and most certainly unbidden.  Yet over and over again, she’d been able to ‘tell her story:’ the story about Jesus’ love for her.  This love had changed her life years ago and had sustained her during those months of diagnosis and treatment. 


Unexpected and unbidden - so many events in our lives come to us this way.  And yet, in the midst of them - the joys and the challenges, the story of God at work in our lives continues to deepen and grow.


Our lesson this morning makes it feel as if we’ve dropped right into the 

middle of a rather significant moment in Peter’s life; and, in fact we have!  Early in chapter 10, we meet Cornelius, whom Luke describes as a ‘God-fearer.’  He believed in God and lived an upright life, but because he was a Gentile, he didn’t keep the personal and dietary laws which defined a person’s cleanliness.  In fact, this was one of the main reasons Gentiles and Jews did not mix with one another. But despite this, God chose Cornelius for an ‘unbidden and unexpected’ message to invite Peter to his house. 

 


And then Luke tells us the story of what God was doing in Peter’s life.  

Peter, that impulsive disciple who one moment declared his allegiance to Jesus, and the next swore he didn’t know him; Peter, who Jesus called, taught, ministered to and with and ultimately commissioned to love ‘His sheep;’ Peter, who a short time later preached clearly and with conviction at Pentecost. Peter, ever learning, ever growing through experiences that came to him unexpected and unbidden, found himself in a new place to ‘tell the story’ of what God had done and was continuing to do in his life.


Peter had a vision. In his dream, he saw all manner of creatures Jews were not allowed to eat, descending like a great gentile picnic. And, as if that weren’t strange enough, God then instructed him to eat the meat of these animals.  Not just once, but three times, this bizarre, unexpected and unbidden command came to Peter, puzzling him greatly. 


“Puzzled:”  that’s Luke’s description of what Peter experienced.  Some 

translations read “doubted” or “wondered.”  But I’m not convinced that any of these capture the essence of what this must have been like for Peter. He must have had moments of anguish and struggle as he reflected on the vision and message which clearly instructed him to defy the same laws he’d followed all his life.


While Peter was ‘puzzled’ about this, the men sent by Cornelius arrived at his house and told him their story about what Cornelius had seen and sent them to do.  Peter was beginning to get the picture; he was able to put the pieces together as he considered what he heard from these men and what he’d seen for himself.  Together they traveled to the home of Cornelius, and found not only Cornelius but a house full of people who had come to hear what Peter would say. This is where we’ve dropped in with our reading this morning.  With clarity and conviction, Peter tells it like it is beginning with a confession of faith in what God had shown him: 

“I truly understand that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him 
and does what is right is acceptable to him.”

 


With this brief statement and that amazing, unbidden experience, Peter’s ministry was changed.  The story that he loved to tell the Jewish Community had become a story for all people.  


If we have any question that these few days in Peter’s life are important to him, to Cornelius and to the church, we have only to read on through the narratives that follow and see that Luke has more to say.  We get to see ‘what happens next!’  We learn that Cornelius and his whole household were baptized.  And then in the next chapter Luke tells us that Peter was challenged by the apostles, who had ‘heard’ that he was telling the story - their story - to Gentiles.  I think we all know how Peter responded to their anger:  Peter did what Peter did best:  he told his story.  He told them about the animals and Cornelius and the visions they both had.  He told the story about God working in his life – and their ministries were changed too!
 


What do we do when God breaks into the expectations of how life works? 

and interferes with what’s become known and comfortable?  How do we ‘tell the 

story’ when the setting changes and the new one is unfamiliar, frightening, confusing?  It happens again and again, and like Peter, we find ourselves puzzling, struggling, wondering - about what it all means.


Last winter several of us attended an Evangelism Retreat at Massanetta 

Springs.  It was led by a man who I would not describe as a dynamic speaker, although I would say he was a good speaker.  He didn’t tell us about people coming to his church in droves to listen to him or to experience his cutting edge ministry.  Rather, he talked to us frankly, and told us his story.  It went something like this:

He’d been pastoring a congregation of about 200 members for a number of years.  

He had grown to appreciate and love the people, and they had come to feel the 

same about him.  Despite the good experience they had together, he found himself 

feeling more and more dissatisfied with his ministry there.  For several months 

he thought and prayed about where this was coming from and what he needed to do about it, until he finally discovered what was missing.  As he reflected on his 

work with the church and how his time was spent he found that he had moved farther and farther away from what had always been central to him in ministry: telling the story of God’s love and inviting others to make it their own.  Once he discovered this, he began, again to integrate this in very simple ways into his work with the church, community and personal experiences.  He had a story to tell, he had rediscovered how important that was and he was compelled to share it.


When you start to think about it – we all have a story to tell.  We can look back at our lives and see what God has done in us, through us, and around us.  We can find the ways in which God has been present, even when all around us chaos and uncertainty were there as well.  It’s a story that is different for each of us, but also carries that common thread of God at work in our lives. 


Today is the Sunday when we lift up Jesus’ baptism, recalling the moment 

when his public ministry began.  In so many ways, Jesus’ ministry was marked by stories that told his listeners about God’s ways and God’s love.  These stories were the 

textbooks for Peter’s ministry, as he listened again, and again to what God was doing right in his midst.   He didn’t always ‘get it’ – but he always kept on listening.  Peter learned about the power of the story – the story of God at work in his life and in the world.  This became the foundation of his ministry as he traveled and shared what he new to be true with others. 


The story of our lives as God works in and through us is a story worth telling, and we each have one to share.  Tell it.  Tell it often, tell it with conviction, and tell it with love.  Amen.
