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The following day they came to Caesarea.  
Cornelius was expecting them and had called 
together his relatives and close friends.  On Peter’s 
arrival Cornelius met him, and falling at his feet, 
worshiped him.   

But Peter made him get up, saying, “Stand up.  I 
am only a mortal.”   

And as he talked with him, he went in and found 
that many had assembled; and he said to them, “You 
yourselves know that it is unlawful for a Jew to 
associate with or to visit a Gentile; but God has 
shown me that I should not call anyone profane or 
unclean.  So when I was sent for, I came without 
objection.  Now may I ask why you sent for me?”   

Cornelius replied, “Four days ago at this very 
hour, at three o’clock, I was praying in my house 
when suddenly a man in dazzling clothes stood 
before me.  He said, ‘Cornelius, your prayer has 
been heard and your alms have been remembered 
before God.  Send therefore to Joppa and ask for 
Simon, who is called Peter; he is staying in the home 
of Simon, a tanner, by the sea.’  Therefore I sent for 
you immediately, and you have been kind enough to 
come.  So now all of us are here in the presence of 
God to listen to all that the Lord has commanded 
you to say.”   

Then Peter began to speak to them: “I truly 
understand that God shows no partiality, but in every 



nation anyone who fears God and does what is right is 
acceptable to God.”                                   Acts 10:24-35 

 
Steve King made the news just in time for 

ministers preaching on Martin Luther King, Jr. 
weekend.  King is the Iowa congressman who has 
tweeted comments like:  “White nationalist, white 
supremacist, Western civilization—how did that 
language become offensive?”  King has a long 
history of racist statements and insulting immigrants.  
He compared the existence of the Congressional 
Black Caucus to having an abortion.  He has taken 
foreign trips to meet with far-right groups founded 
by Nazis.  King said DREAMer immigrant children 
have “calves the size of cantaloupes” from hauling 
marijuana.  So today lots of preachers will say that 
white supremacists like Steve King are bad and we 
are glad we are not like them. 

Green Book won the Golden Globe for best 
musical just in time for preachers.  Like a lot of 
movies about racism it is set in the south in the 
1960s, and the white guy is the hero.  A bouncer 
from an Italian neighborhood in the Bronx is hired to 
drive a world-class black pianist on a concert tour 
through the Deep South.  They have to rely on The 
Green Book to guide them to establishments that are 
safe for African-Americans.  It is Driving Miss 
Daisy, but Daisy is driving this time.  Preachers can 
talk about the movie and say that racism is bad, and 



we are glad that we are not racist like some 
Southerners were in 1962. 

Our president has made comments that will 
make it into sermons today.  In a White House 
meeting, he allegedly said Haitians “all have AIDS” 
and Nigerians should “go back to their huts.”  
According to lawmakers who attended an 
immigration meeting, the president said the United 
States should not be taking immigrants from African 
countries, that American immigration should prefer 
Norwegians.  He said there were some “very fine 
people” among the neo-Nazi marchers in 
Charlottesville last year.  Today lots of preachers 
will tell their congregations to be glad that we reject 
this kind of racism. 

The problem with preaching about Steve King, 
Green Book, or the president is that it is not enough 
to compare ourselves with corrupt congressman, 
racists in the south who died forty years ago, or 
politicians who tweet too much.  Christians are 
supposed to compare themselves to Jesus.  The 
moment we point to someone else as the “real 
racists,” we become like the self-righteous character 
in one of Jesus’ parables who declares, “God, thank 
you I am not like other people” (Luke 18:11). The 
moment we catch ourselves making that distinction, 
we need to remind ourselves to be more like the tax 
collector in that story, asking, “God, be merciful to 
me, a sinner!” (Luke 18:13).  



 Like the rest of us, Saint Peter finds it easy to 
compare himself to racists and hard to compare 
himself to Jesus.  Simon grows up as a typical first 
century son of Abraham.   He has little formal 
education and sees things like you would expect a 
fisherman to see things.  He loves his Jewish 
heritage and feels superior to Gentiles.  He grows up 
in a segregated society where contact with non-Jews 
is kept to a minimum.   

Most of his friends would say they do not hate 
Gentiles, but they see how much harder it is to be 
friends with people who have a different 
background.  Peter does not think of himself as a 
racist, but he has been influenced too much by his 
culture and not enough by God’s grace.    

Simon sees that Jesus is different from the start.  
Jesus is inclusive and accepting.  He treats 
foreigners with compassion.  He says that people 
from the east, west, north and south will come to the 
table.  Peter is not sure what to do with everything 
Jesus taught. 
 One day about noon Simon is waiting for lunch.  
He goes up on the roof for a little privacy.  He is 
planning to pray, but then he falls asleep.  We have 
done that.  Peter dreams that a sheet descends from 
the sky filled with all sort of animals—Noah’s ark, 
pigs and all.  Then a voice, “Make yourself a ham 
sandwich.”   



Jews are not supposed to eat the other white 
meat.  The laws divide the animal family just as the 
laws divide the human family.  Some they will 
touch, some they will not.   

The restrictions started for practical reasons.  
Pork spoils almost the instant it is killed in their hot 
climate.  So for the people’s own good, they put it 
on the forbidden list.  Now, however, the practice 
has developed into an elaborate system.   

A lifetime of training leads Peter to say, “I don’t 
do that.”   

God says, “Don’t tell me that what I made isn’t 
good enough for you.”   

As if to underline the point, the vision is 
repeated three times.  When Peter wakes up, he is 
confused.  As Peter’s wondering what it means he 
hears a knock at the door.  Some Gentiles are asking 
for him.  They invite Peter to come talk to their boss, 
Cornelius, a captain of the Italian guard.  Peter’s 
been to the other side of town, but he was always 
just passing through.  When they get there, Peter 
sees that Cornelius has a houseful of Gentiles.  
Cornelius hopes that Peter will offer some answers 
in his search for God.   

Peter’s embarrassed when Cornelius falls at his 
feet, “Please stand up.”   

When Peter meets Cornelius, everything 
changes.  Cornelius is Gentile and Roman, a well-
respected leader from the big city.  Peter is just 



about his opposite—and yet Simon cannot help but 
see that Cornelius is God’s child, too.   

Peter says, “You know the rules as well as I do.  
People like me are supposed to avoid people like 
you, but I’m thinking the rules may be wrong. I 
can’t deny what’s obvious.  God loves people I 
ignore.  God doesn’t judge by appearances.  God 
doesn’t play favorites.  God is impartial.” 
 In James McBride’s The Color of Water, he tells 
how as a boy he never knew who his mother’s 
parents were.  When he asks, she says, “God made 
me.”   

When he asks if she is white, she says, “I’m 
light-skinned,” and changes the subject.   

She raises twelve black children, sends them all 
to college.  Her children becomes doctors, 
professors, chemists, and teachers.  None of them 
knows their mother’s maiden name until they are 
grown.  It takes McBride fourteen years to unearth 
his mother’s story.  She is the daughter of an 
Orthodox Jewish rabbi.  She marries an African-
American in 1942.  She becomes a Christian and 
brings up her children in the church.   

As a boy, McBride knows God is important 
because he sees his mother do something in church 
that she never does anywhere else.  At some point in 
worship, she bows her head and weeps.  McBride 
thinks she is crying because she wants to be black 
like everyone else in church, because maybe God 



likes black people better.  So one afternoon McBride 
asks his mother, “Is God black or white?”   

She sighs, “Oh son, God’s not black, not white.  
God is spirit.”  

McBride asks, “Does God like black or white 
people better?” 

His mother responds, “God loves all people.  
God’s a spirit.” 

“What color is God’s spirit?”  
She says, “God doesn’t have a color.  God is the 

color of water” (James McBride, The Color of 
Water: A Black Man’s Tribute to His White Mother, 
New York: Riverhead Books, 1996, 50-51). 
 God is beyond race, class, or gender.  God 
cannot be collapsed into human categories.  God is 
beyond our narrow prejudices.  God invites us to 
know one another as sisters and brothers.   

But though the gospel is colorblind, we are not.  
Like Peter, we do not think we are prejudiced, but 
we should not underestimate the depth of racism.  
We have, on occasion, made assumptions because of 
someone’s skin color.   

Prejudice is in the air we breathe.  We give in to 
family patterns, society’s bigotry, and institutional 
racism.  The human race has been racist for a long 
time.   

We carry that legacy.  We judge by criteria other 
than the content of another’s character.  We act as if 
an American life is worth more than a Mexican life.  



Some of the people who are against jobs going 
overseas feel that way because the people in other 
countries who desperately need those jobs are not 
the same color as they are.   

In some ways racism has lessened in the United 
States and we are grateful, but it is also true that in 
terms of schools we have, in some ways, argued 
against “separate, but equal” and replaced it with 
“separate, but unequal.”  White people who think of 
themselves as progressive often send their children 
to segregated schools.   
 Racism perpetuates itself in subtle ways.  It 
makes sense to want the most academic schools for 
our children.  Sometimes prejudice operates in our 
self-interest. 

We are not the bad guys.  We are not Klan 
members or white nationalists.  We do not say 
hateful things.   And yet it is also true that most of us 
in this room have benefited from injustice.  White 
people have advantages that we do not always admit. 

The old accepted wisdom was that we tend to 
empathize with people who look like us.  But 
scientists at the University of Chicago have 
discovered that it is not that simple.  They found that 
a white rat raised among only white rats will do 
nothing to save a black rat from a trap.  Not a 
surprise. But then they found that a white rat raised 
among only black rats would save a black rat from a 
trap—but would fail to save other white rats.  And a 



white rat raised among black and white rats rescued 
rats of both colors.  The researchers found that it is 
not the rat’s color that determines which type of rat 
it will show empathy for, but the social context in 
which it was raised (“The Kernel of Human or 
Rodent Kindness,” Henry James Garrett, The New 
York Times, 12/29/18, A21).   
 Their conclusion is that we do not show 
empathy because of similarity in physical 
appearance.  When we do not empathize it is 
because we do not know each other.  We are not 
born with prejudice.  It is the result of our ignorance.  

How can we listen to people we have not heard 
before?  How can we move past what is easy?  
 What vision does God want us to catch?   
 We can start by being honest about the prejudice 
that lies so deep within us that we do not admit it 
even to ourselves.  Confess not only whatever 
distrust we feel, but also whatever apathy we hide.  
Let worship penetrate our hearts enough for us to 
pray about what God would have us do.   

Realize that if racism seems like someone else’s 
problem, then we are part of the problem.  Be 
mindful of our language.  Avoid stereotypical 
remarks.  Question those made by others.   

Challenge the system in which those with wealth 
live off the work of the marginalized.  Speak out 
against words that target any of God’s people.  Open 
our minds.  Listen to other people’s music, 



appreciate their art, and read their books.  Learn 
about other’s history, culture, dreams, hopes, and 
experiences. 

Support those who protest acts of social 
injustice.  Work against the racism in our prison 
system.  Stand with the victims of racial profiling.  
Resist the systemic retention of unequal political, 
social, and economic power.  Make sure our children 
have diverse experiences. 

Teach them about the Civil Rights Movement.  
They need to know the story, because they are going 
to write the ending.  Do not assume that our children 
understand that racism, anti-Semitism, homophobia 
and sexism have no place in a Christian’s life.   

Stop waiting for others to take the first step and 
step across the lines ourselves. Invite someone 
whose life is different from your own to share a 
meal.  Speak with kindness and courage when it 
would be easier to say nothing. 

Do more than tolerate our differences.  Be 
grateful for them.  Be impatient with inequality, 
impatient with anything less than God’s love.  Let 
God teach us to be impartial.  
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