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Margaret built this birdhouse when she was only six or seven. I found it the other day lying in some bushes near the back door ... abandoned to the elements. I really can’t believe that it’s still in almost one piece ... I put it in a plastic bag in case it had termites! If it wasn’t for the missing floor, I suspect birds could still live in her little house. 

But what struck me when I picked it up were the words she had painted on the bird house ... “All Birds Welcome” ... “Come On In” ... “Always Open.”  That really struck a cord with me. Because in our recent readings from the Book of Acts ... including today’s reading ... that’s been the predominate theme of the early church ... so with a minor change, we could actually paint the same words on the outside of this big house ... God’s House ... declaring ... “All People Welcome” ... “Come On In.” ... “Always Open.”  

Just as there are all kinds of birds in the world ... all shapes, sizes and colors ... this little birdhouse welcomed them all ... so isn’t that what this little church should be doing as well? 

Listen now ... listen to the Word of God from the Book of Acts, chapter 10, verses 44-48. 

Once again, I will be reading from Eugene Peterson’s translation, The Message.

44 No sooner were these words out of Peter's mouth than the Holy Spirit came on the listeners. 

45 The believing Jews who had come with Peter couldn't believe it, couldn't believe that the gift of the Holy Spirit was poured out on "outsider" Gentiles, 
46 but there it was—they heard them speaking in tongues, heard them praising God. 

47 "Do I hear any objections to baptizing these friends with water? They've received the Holy Spirit exactly as we did." 

48 Hearing no objections, he ordered that they be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they asked Peter to stay on for a few days. 

This is the word of our Lord.

Thanks be to God!

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all of our hearts be acceptable in Thy Sight, O Lord, our Strength and our Redeemer. Amen.

I really don’t understand why today’s lectionary reading is only five verses long ... it’s like walking into a movie at the climax and having no idea what’s been going on. So, I really need to give you a Reader’s Digest Condensed version of everything in chapter 10 of Acts that leads up to our reading today.

In Caesarea there lived a man named Cornelius, a captain of the Italian Guard, a Gentile ... who was known as a good and righteous man. He has a vision in which an angel tells him to send some of his men to Joppa where the apostle Peter lives. 

So he does precisely what the angel says and sends three men to meet Peter and invite him back to Caesarea. 

Meanwhile, while the men are traveling to Joppa, Peter has a wild dream of sorts just before eating lunch ... and in a trance, Peter sees a huge blanket being lowered by ropes attached to its four corners ... and in the blanket are foods of every type ... animals, reptiles and birds ... things that a devout Jew would never eat. 

But, over and over, three times the Lord tells Peter that it’s OK to eat any food that comes from the Lord. Peter is left in a quandary ... he doesn’t know what this vision means.

In the meantime, the men traveling to see Peter are knocking on his front door, but Peter, lost in his trance, doesn’t hear them ... until the Holy Spirit nudges him in the ribs and commands him to get downstairs and open the door. Which he does. 

And there, the men tell him that Captain Cornelius would like Peter to travel to his home so he could hear what Peter had to say. Which he does.

So a day later, Peter finds himself in Caesarea ... where Cornelius and a whole bunch of his relatives and close friends await him.  Peter tells them that this is highly unusual for a Jew to be welcomed into the home of a Gentile ... but that the Spirit of God has moved him to do so. 

He then realizes that, as Peterson writes in his translation ... “It’s God’s own truth, nothing could be plainer. God plays no favorites! It makes no difference who you are or where you’re from—if you want God and are ready to do as he says, the door is open. The Message he sent to the children of Israel—that through Jesus Christ everything is being put together again – well, he’s doing it everywhere, among everyone.”

And with that realization ... that God is reaching out to all the peoples of the world ... to every nation ... to every race ... to every one once considered an “outsider” ... Peter baptizes all the Gentiles in Cornelius’ household.

In last week’s reading from Acts, a new disciple named Philip baptizes an Ethiopian Eunuch ... 
and this week Peter baptizes an entire house full of Gentiles. Without a doubt, the disciples are now beginning to understand that Jesus was quite serious when he said go into all the nations and baptize in the name of the Father, Son and the Holy Spirit. Nothing in their world is the same anymore ... or will ever be the same again ... the Holy Spirit is blowing throughout the land . . 

. changing everything that the followers of Jesus Christ could have ever imagined. 

Their little world in which they used to live as insiders ... a world once isolated in a close knit community bound together by centuries of laws ... has been cut loose and turned loose on the whole world ... with the realization that the Good News of Jesus Christ is not just for a few ... it is for everyone to hear and to accept. 

And like the words on that little birdhouse that used to hang in my yard ... the command of Christ to the church today is still the same ... we are to welcome everyone ... to invite everyone in ... and we, like the early disciples, are also being cut loose and let loose into the world today ... because there is still a lot of kingdom building to do. 

Yet, if we are truly honest with one another ... we know that even 2000 years later we still have a long way to go to realizing the Kingdom Jesus Christ let loose on this world ... as wonderful as we Christians like to believe we are ... we still face the same isms faced by Peter and the early followers of Jesus Christ ...  racism, sexism, classism, ageism, nationalism ... anything ... any prejudice that prevents someone from being welcome into the house of God. 

It wasn’t Philip who just suddenly decided to go out and embrace an Ethiopian Eunuch ... a Eunuch who had been banned from fully worshiping in the Jewish Temple because of his sexual identity ... and baptize him in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. It wasn’t Peter ... the Rock on which Jesus established the church ... who just suddenly decided to go to a Gentile home and baptize the family. 
No ... it was the Holy Spirit ... blowing into their lives that led them to do God’s will. It was the Holy Spirit who opened up their eyes ... their minds ... their hearts ... to a new and exciting revelation of what Jesus Christ was doing in this world and continues to do in this world. 

It was the Holy Spirit in the midst of the early church ... and in our own midst ... telling us ... showing us ... enlightening our hearts and minds to the reality of Jesus Christ and what that commands us to do as a church. This is my house ... says the Lord. This is my house. My house is open to everyone ... from every place ... from every corner of Decatur and the far flung corners of the world. 

My house will be an example of the Kingdom of God ... it will welcome both the rich and the poor ... the homeless and the wealthy ... the widow and the newly wed ... the young and the old ... all will be welcome at this table here in my house ... my house will be a sanctuary ... a place that welcomes the forgotten ... the lonely ... the homeless ... the lost ... the poor ... my house is built upon the Rock of my word ... and here you will worship me ... you will worship the living God in my house ... and my Spirit will dwell amongst you here in my house ... and you will be a church ... a Kirk ... a living and breathing Spirit filled Body of Christ.

I still can’t believe I’ve said those words ... “Holy Spirit” ... so many times over these last two Sundays. You don’t think I’m becoming Pentecostal, do you? But as I said last week ... I believe with all my heart that the Spirit is alive and moving through this church ... in this critical and transitional time in the life of Columbia Presbyterian Church. 

And believe me, there have been other such times in the life of this church ... because if you think about it, I believe you will recognize that you and this church have been following the winds of the Holy Spirit. 
When a small group of people back in 1946 thought about establishing a church in this neck of the woods ... it wasn’t their idea ... it was the Spirit of God blowing into their lives. 

When the session met back in the early 70s to ponder an elder’s cry to keep the church segregated ... and the session stood firm and rejected segregation as wrong in the eyes of God ... it wasn’t their design to do so ... it was the Spirit of God blowing into their lives. 

When you looked into the eyes of your child and decided to have him or her baptized in the waters of this fount ... it wasn’t something that you did just because everyone else was doing it ... it was the Spirit of God blowing into your life ... reminding you of God’s claim not just on your life  ... but on your child’s.When you were at the lowest point in your life ... and I mean down deep in the pit ... a place where you felt so alone and overwhelmed with either grief or sorrow or pain or suffering or depression or fear ... and you were able to crawl back out of that hole into the light of this world and live once again ... you didn’t do it ... it was the Spirit of God reclaiming you and redeeming you through the love and compassion of Jesus Christ.

When this church family studied and debated and argued about giving up its beloved activity building so that a small group of homeless children would have a safe place to grow and experience love while their parents sought to get their lives back together ... it wasn’t you who decided to turn over the building to Our House ... it was the Holy Spirit blowing into this church and teaching in a powerful way what God had in store for this mission of this church.

And now ... I believe the Holy Spirit is once again blowing in this church ... blowing hard ... reminding us of who we are ... of what we are called to do ... and to get on with it. And I’ll tell you ... it scares me to death. Let me try to explain ... 
We’ve had our share of tough times over these last few years. Like most churches ... we’ve had our share of difficulties with finances ... we’ve cut back in several places ... restructured programs ... just to sort of keep everything going the way we thought we should be going. 

And on top of that ... we’ve lost some dear members over the years, but we’ve always managed to attract new and wonderful people to our church. But you know ... what we’ve been doing . .  . is just maintaining the status quo. 

The problem with that, however, is that we don’t have a status quo God. We worship a God who calls us to step out in faith ... who calls us to take risk in the name of Jesus Christ ... who calls us to follow the winds and the leading of the Holy Spirit ... wherever that might take us. And I’ll tell you ... it scares me to death.

We’ve come to rely on the income from the Waldorf School of Atlanta for almost 25 percent of our budget. We’ve become comfortable with that money.There is no doubt that back in the early 90s when the school came here, it was a Godsend. We were in a different place in those days. 

We wanted to stay here at the corner of Kirk and Columbia and not close our doors. 

But the winds are blowing again. We have accepted the fact that we are no longer the 1,000-member church we were back in 1970 ... and that we are now ... in 2009 ... 
We are a neighborhood church that wants to reach out in a viable way to our neighbors ... no matter who they are ... and to welcome them no matter what they look like ... or how they act ... or where they come from. 

Because the same Spirit that blew into the lives of those early disciples and into the lives of Philip and Peter ... is blowing into our lives right now and calling us to something new ... something quite challenging ... And I’ll tell you ... it scares me to death. But I believe we are now standing at a crossroad in the life of this church. 

One road is easy. We could sign a long-term agreement with the Waldorf School of Atlanta and basically turn over most of the Education Building for its use ... and we’ll have a long-term stable income. 

The other road will be much harder. That road can lead us to utilizing our Education Building for a vital mission of this church ... a mission that might call us to join with other non-profit groups in our community ... Our House and Decatur Cooperative Ministry ... to create a charter elementary school for homeless children right here on the grounds of Columbia Presbyterian Church ... a school that picks up where Our House currently ends ... a school that wraps its arms around the special needs of a growing percentage of our population and meets them with love and compassion and most of all ... hope. 

And I’ll tell you ... that vision scares me to death. And because it does ... I believe the latter road is the right road ... because it is out of our fears ... our worries about economic issues and the other things that paralyze our church from getting on with it ... our concern about how can we ... as just a small church take on such a huge undertaking ... it is right smack into the middle of those fears that God comes and challenges us ... to let go of our anxieties and our fears and our doubts about it ... and actually trust God to help us make it happen ... to lead us to the right place ... the right goals ... to even the financial opportunities that would be available to fund such a program ... 

Yes ... such a vision scares me to death ... and I hope it scares you, too ... but what a joy it would be to play a role in building a bit of God’s Kingdom here in South Decatur ... a demonstration of the very power and vision of our living God ... who has already shown us throughout our lives ... in very tangible ways ... the power of the Holy Spirit to change ... to recreate ... to make all things new ... to literally blow the doors off their hinges as we become the church ... the welcoming Kingdom ... that God calls us to be. 

After all ... it’s not our house ... it’s God’s house ... and God will make of it whatever God so desires. 

Are you ready to follow the Spirit?  I guarantee you ... it will be the ride of your life.

Let us pray:

Here in this place new light is streaming,

Now is the darkness vanished away,

See in this space our fears and our dreamings,

Brought here to you in the light of his day.

Gather us in, the lost and forsaken,

Gather us in, the blind and the lame,

Call to us now, and we shall awaken,

We shall arise at the sound of our name.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

