Acts 10: 44-48; John 15: 9-17 – Kingdom across Boundaries
Sunday 06/05/18, 8.00am at CC & 9.30 at GS

On page 2 of the booklet from Christian Aid is ‘the Kingdom Prayer’: ‘Holy God, in your kingdom the strong need the weak, the rich are transformed by the poor, the fortunate are welcomed by the homeless. Your Kingdom is built by those who expect their God to come.’ It’s a remarkable prayer – remarkable because it turns around the ways we normally think, especially at Christian Aid Week: we think (and want and pray) that our money will make a difference to those with no money, strengthening the weak and housing the homeless. It’s right that we give because others are more needy than ourselves. But many, many people have discovered another vital truth: that we give with the expectation of receiving – not in a physical sense – but in terms of the insights to be gained from others who may be less self-sufficient than ourselves. Those who’ve worked in developing countries – as I did myself a long time ago working in Kenya for a couple of years – tend to go out thinking they’re going to ‘do good’, to make a difference, to change lives, but usually come back full of thankfulness for how they’ve changed themselves through what they’ve learned: the generosity of those who have little, the limitless hospitality of those whose homes may look to us no more than a garden shed; the warmth, the smiling faces, the laughter. One of the reasons we began supporting a CMS link mission partner last year is that we get an insight into the church overseas (South Sudan) and may be blessed through it as we support their work. (We pray for Lynn, as we hear she has to return home for a time on health grounds.) 
One of the reasons Christian Aid provides masses of material for Christian Aid Week is not simply that we should be informed of the work but that we should be blessed and changed through it – which will only happen if we have the humility to receive as well as to give.
The passage from Acts of the Apostles today is the culmination of quite a long story: following a vision, the apostle Peter is invited to the coastal town of Joppa, to meet with a Roman centurion called Cornelius, his family and associates, to share with them the good news of Jesus, and finally to baptise them in the name of Jesus. Now, you could tell this story as one about needy people – not physical need, for a centurion would be decently well off and represent the power of the occupying force – but spiritually needy: someone who is devout, says their prayers and helps the poor, but is clearly still seeking something more, and is ignorant of Jesus Christ. Peter brings news of salvation. But that is not the focus of the story and Peter is not the hero. It’s much more a story about how Peter, through this encounter with a Gentile household, has to have a complete rethink of his attitudes. Previously he followed his upbringing: as a Jewish man, he should not be mixing with Gentiles, certainly not going in their homes, certainly not eating with them. But here, prompted by a vision from God and responding to an invitation he receives, finds his mind changed completely. And the Jewish believers with him are bowled over in amazement. The early church collectively has to change its mind to receive the blessing of Gentile believers. 
The Holy Spirit, the news of Jesus, the Kingdom of God, cannot be confined to one people, one country, one culture: boundaries and barriers will be broken down. Sometimes these barriers are within ourselves: will we allow them to be broken down?
Jesus said, ‘I no longer call you servants .... Instead, I have called you friends.’ Friendship is about reciprocity and mutuality, about sharing, companionship, being there for each other, learning from each other. We tend to think of Jesus knowing everything from the outset, but that can’t be right. It wouldn’t be fully human. Being with his friends must have taught him a lot, not least about how slow people can be to get the message! In this passage there is a tremendous sense that he is entrusting  his work of sharing the Father’s teaching and desire and will to these friends – not that they will ‘do it’ to the world, imposing teaching that people don’t want. But that through them, through their willingness to learn, through their acceptance that God will change them beyond their understanding, God’s word and God’s love will be freed up and so made available to all peoples. ‘Love each other’: it’s not a command that can be fulfilled by one party alone. Give and receive love, and be changed.
Some of the deepest thinking on this sort of subject in the late 20th century has been from those involved with L’Arche – communities of people, some with learning difficulties and some who care for them: 
Jean and Therese Vanier who founded it, and the great scholar Henri Nouwen, have all written profoundly about how their lives have been transformed by the unquestioning acceptance of those they thought they were  serving – how all the achievements the rest of the world values mean nothing. It’s just who you are. 
I’d like to end with a longer prayer that expands on the idea with which I started. It’s by Therese Vanier:

That oppressed people and those who oppress them may free each other; that those who are handicapped and those who think they are not may help each other; that those who need someone to listen may touch the hearts of those who are too busy; that the homeless may bring joy to those who open their doors reluctantly; that the lonely may heal those who think they are self-sufficient; that the poor may melt the heart of the rich; that seekers for truth may give life to those who are satisfied they have found it; ... that the unloved may be allowed to unlock the hearts of those who cannot love; that prisoners may find true freedom and liberate others from fear; ... that the hungry may tear the veil from the eyes of those who do not hunger for justice.... That the weak may confound the strong, and save them; that violence may be overtaken by compassion; that violence may be absorbed by men and women of peace; that we may all be healed: give us grace, good Lord, to labour for these things that we pray for.
