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	“God plays no favorites.”

As people of faith, we know this as surely as our own names.  We express it in other ways like “God loves everyone” or “Love Spoken Here.”  

But this belief isn’t always a given.  Throughout the Old Testament scriptures there is a promise of a Messiah who would save the people.  But there was always a tension in the understanding of the nature of this Messiah.  For some, it was a Messiah only for some, for Israel, a king in the line of David, who would restore Israel to its former glory.

As Jesus’ adult ministry of teaching and healing spread, many believed that he was this Messiah.  This belief was so strong that he was put to death because he challenged both the religious and the government status quo.   This challenge so threatened the religious leaders of his day that the high priest, Caiaphas, declared, “…it is better for you to have one man die for the people than to have the whole nation destroyed.” (John 11:50)  And the Roman government, viewing this Hebrew king as traitor, heretic and insurrectionist, was only too happy to be executioner.

For others, the Messiah was for all, a servant-leader, someone willing to serve and even to suffer to redeem the world God created.  This is the Messiah attested in today’s readings, notably the Servant Song from Isaiah.  The Servant Songs of Isaiah (42:1-4; 49:1-6; 50:4-11; 52:13 – 53:12) are part of the thread of Hebrew scripture that presents Messiah as a servant; and defines righteousness as advocacy for the marginalized.

I used to think most Christians take for granted that God loves all people and the Church should, too.  In more recent years I wonder.  Some Christians seem bent on excluding others from the Good News of salvaton.  “All are welcome” remains a dangerously bold declaration.  

Yet this is not a new struggle, as evidenced by today’s reading from Acts.  On its face, the apostle Peter’s declaration is pure proclamation.   Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase The Message puts it this way: “Peter fairly exploded with his good news: ‘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.” (Acts 10:34-36)

But how Peter got to that proclamation: well, that’s a story not taken in by today’s readings.  In fact, it comprises all of Chapter 10 and half of Chapter 11 of Acts, and if you don’t know that story you could do far worse than reading it this afternoon.  Here’s the summary: Peter was a religious conservative.  Yes, he was a Christian but he still believed that to be a Christian you first had to be a Jew: observe the kosher laws and, if you were a man, be circumcised.  Obey the Jewish rules.  Then he was hungry, fell into a trance and had a vision.  In the vision, he was offered food that was forbidden for Jews to eat.  A voice said, “Get up, Peter, kill and eat.”  He replied, “Lord, I have never eaten anything profane or unclean.” The voice replied “What God has made clean, you must not call profane.”  (Acts 10:13-15)  This happened three times and then the vision disappeared. 

While Peter is trying to make sense of this vision, men sent by a Roman army officer appeared.  Get this, church: a Gentile – that means “religiously unclean” – Roman – that means “occupier and oppressor” – army officer – that means –“absolute and unchecked authority.”  Men sent by this officer, Cornelius by name, tell Peter he is to go with them.  Peter goes, according to Acts 10:20, because the Holy Spirit says to Peter, “I have sent them.”  It turns out this Roman is a good guy, a God-fearer – meaning a Gentile who respects the Jewish religion – and this God-fearer has a vision of his own, that includes sending for Peter and gathering a whole mess of people – that’s right, I said a whole mess of people, relatives and close friends – awaiting what it is Peter will say.  Peter is still unsure.  He reminds them—remember, he’s a religious conservative—that he really shouldn’t be there, that it’s “unlawful for a Jew to associate with or to visit a Gentile” (Acts 10:28) but he admits that God has shown him he should not call anyone unclean or profane.   So he asks them why they sent for him.  

So Cornelius shares his vision in which God says, in essence, “Your prayers are answered, Cornelius, send for this Simon called Peter, and he’ll tell you what I need you to hear.”

And that’s where Peter “gets it!”  He finally understands that God shows no partiality—God plays no favorites.

The story wasn’t over there.  That’s why you have to read half of Chapter 11.  Peter has to explain his actions to the Church Council in Jerusalem, the epicenter of the religious conservatives.  But he does.  And they “get it,” too, saying “Then God has given even to Gentiles the repentance that leads to life.” (Acts 11:18)  And thank God they “got it” because I’d venture that few, if any, of us here would be Christians if we also first had to be Jewish. 

 The only wonderment for me in this story is “When will we learn?”  Throughout the history of the Church, we have grown and evolved and changed in our understanding of who’s “in” and who’s “out.”  Carl Sandburg, the famous writer and poet of the last century, was once asked “What is the ugliest word in the English language?”  After some thought, he said, “The ugliest word in the English language is exclusive.” 

Most of us know this, either consciously or intuitively.  We know what it’s like to be excluded.  Last chosen for the playground sports game.  Left standing at the dance.  Watching others get privileged treatment.

Do me a favor.  Pick up your bulletin and turn to the very center.  The pages aren’t numbered but it’s page 5, and the article is titled “VISION 2025 EMPHASIS TODAY.”  We have run this article since the middle of 2024 when we first adopted four focus areas, expanded to six in 2025.  I rarely, if ever, receive a comment about this article and the emphasis it highlights. Sharp eyes will have noticed that today is says “evangelism,” which is true.  A world and a church in which all people are welcomed and valued and appreciated is, indeed, good news.

Yet it might just as well have said that today’s emphasis is “Affirmation and Inclusion,” one of our other focus areas adopted at the beginning of 2025.  The word “diversity,” much maligned by some people, continues to be a gift and a strength in the world-wide faith we call “Christianity.”  One of many expressions of this diversity is our weekly prayer intentions where we lift up United Methodist mission partners around the world.  We thank the Rev. Paul Hibbard for expanding our prayer life and our awareness of this important aspect of what it means to be a diverse and global church.
 
[bookmark: _GoBack]And we need that reminder, because our history as United Methodists in appreciating this gift is checkered at best.  Early Methodist class meetings in America were divided by race.  Slavery was justified, dividing the denomination in 1844.  Women were unable to be ordained until 1956.  Separate sections of the church based on race persisted until 1972.  All these were based on selective interpretation of the Bible.  And because it seems like we can’t possibly live without having someone to kick, right on time, in 1972, just as we were at least organizationally, if not in our hearts, addressing the issue of systemic racism, we include in our Book of Discipline the phrase that “we do not condone the practice of homosexuality and consider it incompatible with Christian teaching.”  This opinion, too, is based on selective interpretation of the Bible.  It took my adult lifetime in the Church – 52 years - to erase those words.    It will take decades more to erase the hurt they have caused and the lives they have ruined.   Somehow, in these selective interpretations, the Biblical proclamation that “God plays no favorites” gets left out.

 Our Affirmation and Inclusion Ministry Team has helped us make a public witness, endorsed by the Church Council, that all are welcome here regardless of sexual identity or orientation.  Last fall’s presentation by Amy Julia Becker on “Reimagining the Good Life” through her life experience of raising a special needs child has expanded, along with our long history with Transition Academy, of caring for the needs of folks with cognitive and developmental challenges.  To God be the glory as we draw the circle of “love spoken here” in an ever-wider conversation.

 The broad sweep of the Biblical witness is clear.  God plays no favorites.  And as we have ceased using the Bible to justify enslaving people; as we have ceased using the Bible to justify calling “inferior” those of differing races and cultures; as we have ceased using the Bible to justify condemning interracial marriage; as we have ceased using the Bible to justify excluding divorced people from our congregations and from our clergy; and now The United Methodist Church has ceased using the Bible to discriminate against our lesbian, gay, bi-sexual, transgender and queer siblings, so we will come to the day when we will remember anew, in our own journey, what it is to be excluded, and cease excluding those whom God most surely welcomes.

God plays no favorites.  Let’s us not, either.  Amen. 
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