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It was rare that they ever came to Charleston. They were upstate folks, and always had been. 
Thanksgiving weekend, we would always make the trip up to Clemson to see them, and other times 
we’d make a stop there on our way up to the mountains, but I can only remember once that Uncle Harry 
and Aunt Dot made it down to the Lowcountry. 

They were a really neat couple - both very accomplished in their professional lives, both models 
of servanthood in their Seventh-Day Adventist church and the height of propriety in their social lives. 
Aunt Dot’s table was always set to impress, and the menu never lacking in attention to any detail. 

So, when they arrived at our home for their visit just in time for supper, the pressure was b. We 
were all expected to be dressed and ready in the formal dining room, where mom had set the table with 
the china and the silver. And when it came to the menu - that was a no-brainer, When folks come to 
Charleston, you obviously serve shrimp. 

I remember it so vividly - my mother had made a delightful shrimp dish out of Charleston 
Receipts, and it smelled so good coming out of the oven. But when we were all seated and ready to eat, 
and she brought the dish to the table, I could see a slight widening of the eyes and pursing of the lips on 
the faces of Aunt Dot and Uncle Harry. You see - Seventh Day Adventists keep Kosher. No shrimp. Not 
even on vacation. Of course they were the picture of politeness, when they confessed they’d have to 
decline the entree, And then, that set off an awkward scramble back to the kitchen to see what we could 
pull together to offer them. 

Nowadays, it’s become more commonplace to check with one’s guests explicitly before a dinner 
engagement, to make sure all those dining have something appropriate to eat. In past years, that wasn’t 
always done. At our house, eating as a family hasn’t always been easy. Of course, there was the incident 
with the Adventist Relatives, and then, between my sisters and I, all of us have either adopted or 
brought someone home with one sort of dietary restriction or another: Whether vegan, vegetarian, 
pescatarian, Kosher lactose- or gluten-free, my mother has made it all - and sometimes, all in one meal! 

Sitting down to table can be complicated business. And despite today’s rise in culinary 
specificity, we find it’s nothing new. We hear in the stories of Jesus, how his critics disapproved of his 
own table companions, and we read today in Acts, how Simon Peter, the apostle, was taken to task for 
sitting down at unkosher tables. The circumcised believers in Jerusalem criticized Peter, saying, ‘Why 
did you go to uncircumcised men (i.e. pagans) and eat with them?’ Peter was supposed to be the model 
disciple - He had been commissioned by Christ to be his rock - to tend the flock gathered by the Good 
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Shepherd himself - and here he was, breaking the very basics of kosher law to sit down with who knows 
what kind of people to eat who knows what kind of food.  

Today’s story from Acts opens with a dispute that’s all about food. And the resolution of the 
conflict comes when Peter relays a vision he was given and it’s all about food. But, it turns out, who one 
shares a table with is an issue about so much more than food, it’s about identity. 

Think about your dining habits over the past year or so... When have you shared a meal with 
someone who was different from you? When have you sat down to table in the home of someone from a 
different race or religion than yourself? When have you sat side-by-side to eat with someone of a 
significantly different socioeconomic status than you? 

It sounds like such a simple thing - to eat food with someone who is different - but in fact, it’s 
something that most people just don’t do. Because food is identity. Table fellowship is solidarity. Who 
do we grow up eating with? Family. And what do we grow up eating? “Our kind” of food. You see, 
when you share a table with someone, you open the door for all sorts of potential for awkwardness: Will 
the menu offend? Will your manners clash? Will the proximity and intimacy be just too much? 

For the Jerusalem contingency of the early church, Peter’s loose boundaries around who and 
what he was willing to associate with were a step too far. Because the apostles were all of Jewish origin. 
Jesus had called them from God’s Chosen race, and they were not about to let God down by becoming 
undisciplined when it came to keeping kosher. Jesus had called them, and the Holy Spirit had sanctified 
them, to be set apart. Yes, they were in the world, but they were not of the world. And once they started 
breaking boundaries, what would identify them as a group? What would define them from “the other”? 

Much has been made in Christian teaching over the years of how fixated God’s People seemed to 
be on the distinction made between “clean” and “unclean.” But before we write off their strict adherence 
to the rules as stubborn legalism, we have to pause and recognize the significance of these practices. In a 
world surrounded by Pagans - in fact, invaded, by pagan nations, repeatedly - adherence to the 
commandments of the Lord - Torah - was all they had - to set themselves apart. And being set apart - 
literally being holy, in the Hebrew - was what they were called to do. “You will be holy, for I am holy,” 
said the Lord. 

You will be set apart, to be kept holy, to be my people, to be a light to all nations, to never 
disintegrate due to proximal acculturation but instead to stand firm and united, upon my holy mountain 
and shine, like a city on a hill. The Hebrew people had survived - despite all odds - by following God’s 
law - and the Jewish apostles in Peter’s day were not about to stop now - not when Christ was counting 
on them! 
But the problem, the Holy Spirit reveals, was not adherence to the law. The problem was not attention to 
food preparations. The problem was when the distinction between clean and unclean, between “us” and 
“them” became less about being holy, and a lot more about feeling holier-than-thou. 
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The problem, it turned out, was that the message of Christ - the message of the salvation of the 
whole world by Jesus’ work on the cross - was not meant to be kept to themselves, not meant to be good 
news only for the clean and the holy, but it was meant to break down barriers and cut across borders so 
that all people would know Christ all all people would be welcomed to the table of Grace, as one holy 
family. 

 The problem Peter’s cohorts had was not really with the dinner menu. It was with his 
table-mates. They were worried that if their leader set the example of sitting down across the table from 
“just anyone,” then soon enough, they’d be doing it too. And if they started co-mingling with “others,” 
then...in time… they might become “other” too they might be seen as outsiders they might lose their 
insider identity they might lose their privilege.  If “just anyone” is given a seat at the table, what does 
that mean for those of us who got here first? Will we even be special anymore? Will we be set apart? 
Will we still be holy? Or will we become defiled by association with the unclean?  

In this story, the Holy Spirit is the primary actor here. When Peter is shown his vision of the 
unkosher foods, when he encounters three men of non-Jewish origin, when they and their household are 
granted salvation, it’s the Holy Spirit that is active doing the work. It’s interesting to note that as Peter is 
relaying the events to the believers in Jerusalem, it’s not God’s commandments, not Scripture, not 
kerygmatic preaching that is responsible for extending the gift of new life to these pagan converts - It’s 
the Holy Spirit. And, as we see in this story, and as we’ve seen time and time again, the Holy Spirit does 
not discriminate. Who the Spirit wants to save, the Spirit saves. Where the Spirit wants to stir, the Spirit 
stirs. Who the Spirit wants to call, the Spirit calls. & it doesn’t always jibe with what we expect or even 
desire. 

When have we heard accounts of the Spirit acting in a place or in ways we would never imagine? 
When have we seen the Spirit breaking rules and breaking barriers? How often have we grown 
concerned that the Spirit was calling to God’s service individuals who just didn’t seem to belong, just 
don’t “fit the mold.” Would the Holy Spirit REALLY use that person? Would the Holy Spirit REALLY 
show up in THAT person’s life? In THAT community? Would the Holy Spirit REALLY call me? 
Would the Holy Spirit really be doing some of it’s most prolific and productive work in this area, 
among poor communities in North Charleston? Would the Holy Spirit really be growing the church 
exponentially in third-world countries while the American church stagnates? Would the Holy Spirit 
really be speaking redemption through reformed addicts, rather than squeaky-clean model citizens? 

“What God has made clean, you must not call profane” In the context of Peter’s vision, yes, these 
words refer to the food. But once he awakens from his trance, He sees, it’s all about people. Those God 
has washed clean by the blood of the Lamb, we are not to call profane. Those whom God has redeemed, 
we are not to consider beyond redemption Those whom God has welcomed in, we are not to shut out. 

“Do not to make a distinction between them and us,” Peter hears from the Holy Spirit. They’re 
in. They are ALL in. Do not consider them “outsiders.” Do not consider them lesser than you. Do not 
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consider them anything less than brothers and sisters, as full equal partners in the Mission of Christ, 
because they received the gift, just as you did. They have been made children of God, just as you are. As 
hard as this is to accept, and as much as we constantly struggle to reckon with this reality, in Baptism, 
there is NO distinction, “there is no longer Jew or Gentile, slave or free, male and female but all are one 
in Christ Jesus.” 

As the conduct of some who bear the name “Christian,” both in the past and too often in the 
present, has shown, we have difficulty living into this new kingdom reality where the cross has 
effectively erased distinctions between us. We continue to make distinctions, we continue to draw 
boundaries, we continue to draw lines in the sand about who’s acceptable and who’s not. 

We want so very desperately to reserve a prime place at the table, and to surround ourselves with 
others who “fit the bill” of an acceptable lifestyle. We don’t want to rub elbows with the undeserving, 
we don’t want to sully our reputation with the misfits, we don’t want to challenge our comfort zones 
with those who look or act or think or love differently than we do …and our history has the battle scars 
to prove it. From our actions to our words to our pock-marked past as a people who still harbor 
prejudice, intolerance, xenophobia, sexism and anti-semitism, we have failed to accept the Spirit’s call 
to break down barriers and erase distinctions. 

We have forgotten that we have only received this inheritance, the repentance that leads to life, 
the Spirit-given gift of second-chances, the time-tested and never-failed-yet grace of God, through 
adoption, through the gift of Holy Baptism, given through divine charity, and received in humility, by 
no merit of our own. 

This is the gift of Grace - that we would receive God’s riches not by our own virtue, but at 
Christ’s expense. A gift, freely given, that we have neither earned nor have any basis for boasting. This 
is the gift Martin Luther himself spent his whole life preaching - the grace of God, that is not given of 
our own deserving, but given by a generous God to humble souls through the waters of Baptism, by the 
work of the Spirit. We cannot hoard it, because we did not earn it. “We are but beggars,” Luther said. 
“It’s true.” This gift of life which has been lavished upon us does not make us “holier than” it makes us 
“sent to” it makes us “one with” all the delightfully different and beautifully “other” children of God. 

As Pastor Kevin Ruffcorn put it: “The Lord of creation ‘cooked up’ an amazingly diverse array 
of humanity. Unfortunately, we content ourselves with a limited palate. God...invites us to expand our 
menus - to experience the new and to savor the different. Not only will we be blessed, but we will also 
be a blessing to others.” 

Let us come to the table of mercy. Let us enter the feast that has been prepared for us. Let us 
welcome, not only the “smorgasbord” of grace laid before us, but also the marvelous medley of 
table-mates God has called and gifted alongside us. We are all saved by Christ, just the same. We are all 
one family. So let’s start acting like it. 
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