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ately fell at Peter’s feet. That was
something centurions didn’t typically
do when they met Jewish fishermen.
But Cornelius apparently was not the
kind of person whose thinking was
restricted by conventional barriers in
the mind; he was too caught up in his
search for God. This is the kind of
person God changes the world with.

“Get up, get up,” Peter said, “I’'m
just a man like you.” And Peter, who
had said “No way” to the Lord so
many times, began to explain what he
was beginning to learn about the
church of Jesus Christ:

God has shown me that I should
not call any man impure or
unclean. . . . I now realize how
true it is that God does not show
favoritism but accepts men from
every nation who fear him and do
what is right. (Acts 10:28, 34-35
NIV)

Racism is all too alive and well
in enlightened, ethnocentric twenty-
first-century America. And yes, that
goes for church, too. A truly inte-
grated congregation is a rarity these
days. What “mission” most of us do,
if we do much at all, is among our
own kind. We pretty much accept the
dividing walls of partition that
society defines for us. But the God
who created humankind—every
flavor of us—in his image says “No
way!” to that spirit of bigotry,
however civil and sophisticated we
may be in our practice of it. The
message of Acts 10, to Peter and to
the church of Jesus Christ at large, is
clear: By the power of God’s Spirit
he intended to build, out of men and
women who “fear him and do what is
right,” a community of barrier-
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busters. Today, if we are serious
about restoring the mission agenda of
the first-century church, surely we
cannot tolerate ungodly barriers
among us on the basis of race or
gender or caste.

On the heels of that radical social
pronouncement Peter preached a
model gospel sermon, and what
followed has been called the Gentile
Pentecost. The Holy Spirit came
upon the Gentile believers (to the
astonishment of the Jewish believers
present), and Cornelius and many
members of his household were
baptized in the name of Jesus Christ
(Acts 10:44-48).

And thus did Christianity be-
come a world religion.

God Makes a Way

Peter said “No way” . . . but God
made a way. So often that’s how
mission happens, isn’t it? Our minds
are closed to so many persons and
possibilities by internal barriers of
prejudice and tradition and small-
mindedness. Then someone among
us catches a glimpse of a vision from
the Word . . . and dares to step out in
bold trust and obedience . . . and
before you know it, the Spirit is
moving and lives are changing and
barriers are crumbling and the
darkness has been penetrated again
by the light of Christ.

We have heard this call to
mission before, haven’t we? To be
ambassadors, and salt, and light, and
leaven—to be the touchable, compas-
sionate, righteous, courageous body
of Christ—wherever we find our-
selves. In Mexico. Or in Thailand. Or
in Russia. Or in inner-city L.A. Or
right here in Malibu. Perhaps today

God is coming to you and me “a
second time” . . . ora five-hundred-
second time . . . with the call to
“proclaim the message I give you.”
So what do we say? “No way”? Or,
“I know the Lord will find a way”?

Several years ago I was in
Brasilia, Brazil, to attend the Pan
American Lectures, an annual event
held somewhere in the Americas to
raise consciousness about missions in
the Churches of Christ. I found
myself seated next to a young lady
who looked to be about twenty-one.
“I’m here in Brazil on a mission,” she
told me. (Uh huh, I thought to
myself. Sounds like another case of a
student on a two-week church junket,
what some of us disdainfully call
“the ministry of tourism.” A beach
campaign in Rio, perhaps?) “Well,”
replied, “tell me about your mission.”
“I’m spending the year as a volunteer
aide in a leper colony,” she said. I
cringed at my prejudgment all the
way back to my four-star hotel room.
I’ve not heard of or from her again.
But she often makes her way past the
barriers in my mind to challenge and
refresh my view of “mission,” to
remind me of what it means to be a
bringer of good news.

KEN Durnam preaches for the
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California, and teaches at Pepperdine
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