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Our Unfolding Journeys as “Followers” 

C-Easter 5; Acts 11:1-18; John 13:31-35 

Robert Woody; 4/24/16 
 

Sermon-in-a-Sentence:  If we are willing to follow, God’s will for our lives, individually and as communities of faith, 

continuously unfolds before us through new experiences, visions, encounters, stories, journeys, detours, 

reflections, etc., drawing us deeper and further into new and unexpected aspects of God’s love, for us, for one 

another and for all creation. 
 

Children’s Sermon:   

I want to collect an early offering this morning.  So what I’d like to do, is have some of you out there who 

were planning on putting some money in the offering plate, either bills or coins, would you get that out and hold 

it up and let our kids come collect it?  OK, kids, I’d like for you to go out there and collect some money and bring 

it back to put in the offering plate.  OK?  But one more thing.  Boys, I want you to collect only the money that has 

a picture of a boy on it.  And Girls, I want you to collect only the money that has the picture of a girl on it.  OK?  

Go for it. 

Guys you did a great job.  But ladies, you didn’t do so well.  Why?  Why is it that all our money has pictures of 

boys on it and none of it has girls?  Have you ever noticed that before or thought about it?  Why?  The people 

who have their picture on our money are former presidents.  How many women presidents have we had?  Zero.  

Why?  Our world has always thought that men were smarter and better leaders than women.  So men always got 

better education, jobs, pay, more recognition.   

Are men better than women?  No!  But we have had a bias or prejudice against women.  We are finally 

beginning to change this.  Women are now getting better educational opportunities, better jobs, more 

recognition.  They are even becoming political leaders.  We now have our first woman mayor in San Antonio.  We 

may even have our first woman president soon.  And someday, she might get her picture on a coin or bill.   

Does God think men are better than women?  No!  God love each of you the same.  God thinks each of you 

are amazing human beings with incredible potential to live abundant lives.   What about the church, does the 

Church put men above women?   Unfortunately yes.  We are slowly getting better.  We now have some women 

priests.  And they are incredible.  And some dioceses have women bishops.  We haven’t made it that far yet in 

our diocese.  We’ve never even had a woman nominated for bishop. 

Our story from Acts today is a very important story about God waking up the Church to the reality that God 

has no partiality, no preference for Jews over Gentiles, men over women, or Americans over people from other 

countries, or whites over people of color.  At the time of this story, only Jews could be part of the early church, 

not Gentiles.  How many of you are Jews?  We are all Gentiles, so we would all be left out of the early Church. 

God woke up Peter, who thought he shouldn’t even go inside the home of a Gentile, someone who was not 

Jewish.  God woke him up and made it clear: “I love all of you the same.”   

The problem is we are so used to our prejudices that we rarely even notice them.  I never noticed how 

prejudiced our money is.  No women!  Boys should you treat men as more important than women?  No way! 

We still have prejudices and biases against people who are different from us.  But God is always trying to wake us 

up, so we can love everyone the same!   

So here’s the message.  Listen.  Pay attention to what God is trying to say to you, so God can stretch and grow 

you like Peter. 
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Adult Sermon: 

You’ve probably noticed for the last few weeks during the season of Easter there has been a common theme 

in most of our Gospel readings, which is again summarized again in this week’s Gospel.  “I give you a new 

commandment, that you love one another.  Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.  By this 

everyone will know you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”   

We know this.  It’s not really a new commandment for us or for the disciples.  Jesus talked about love all the 

time.  Why?  Because it is so hard for us to get it!  We are so blind to the ways we don’t love each other and we 

don’t love our neighbors.  And so Jesus keeps trying to wake us up, to reminded us, over and over.  Love, love, 

love. 

Our story from Acts is one of my favorite in all the Bible.  How many times had Jesus told Peter and the other 

disciples to love others the way Jesus loved them?   Love each other!  Love your neighbors!  Love everyone, even 

your enemies!   

Peter had already stretched his love a little bit.  Peter was slowing waking up.  He was already reaching out to 

the marginalized Jews, who were shunned by most “good” Jews.  He was even staying with Simon, the tanner.  

Think about it.  The house of a tanner would probably smell of blood and dead animals and would be considered 

inappropriate place for “good” Jews to hang out.  But Peter stayed with Simon, even though he was a tanner.  

That might have even helped Peter see the vision, of all these impure animals being lowered on a blanket and 

being asked to kill and eat them.  Once again, through this encounter with Cornelius, the good, God-fearing 

Gentile, Peter is stretched.  He sheds another prejudice, another blind spot.  Peter recognizes that God shows no 

partiality, and he helps stretch the infant Church to be more inclusive and loving.   “I truly understand that God 

shows no partiality, but in every nation, anyone, anyone who (like Cornelius, a Gentile) fears God and does what 

is right is acceptable to God.”  These are truly some of the most profound words in the New Testament: “God 

shows no partiality.”  God has no favorites. 
 

It is often through life experiences like Peter’s, (if we are willing to pay attention and listen to them), that God 

speaks out to us, points us in the right direction, and grows and stretches us to accept and love others.  Not 

simply through reading or memorizing Scripture.  Yes, Scripture helps us interpret these experiences.  But first, 

we have to wake up to the experience that God is using to try to “wake us up.” 

I heard God’s voice speaking to me during a George Winston concert in NYC in 1985 at Lincoln Center.  

(Although at the time I did not attribute the voice to God.)   I had been told I was about to be offered a 

partnership in my Wall Street law firm, but it just didn’t feel right.  But I could not figure out what was the “right” 

thing for me to do next.  So in the middle of this concert, I heard a voice in my head saying, “Leave the firm, move 

up to the Catskills, find an old home to fix up, and in the process, you will figure it out.”   

 

So, as soon as I could, I took off a few days and drove up to the Catskills, and started 

looking for an old farm house to fix up.  And as I was driving over the crest of a hill, off 

though the woods, I saw an old abandoned church.  

 

  

It was beautiful, and in very bad condition.  The bell tower was leaning, looked like it was 

about to collapse.   
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But something about that old church resonated deeply with me.  I stopped at a 

neighbor’s house and asked about the old church and got some information.  It was an 

old Methodist-Episcopal Church, built in 1901, still owned by the Methodist diocese.  

So I contacted them, and ended up buying  this old church for $9,000.  I borrowed my 

parents’ Airstream trailer and lived in it, while I began renovating the old church into a 

home I could live in.   

 

 

 

 

I built a collar around the top of the bell tower, cut down some tall pine 

trees put them on jacks, and jacked up and straightened the tower, replace 

much of the structure and then rebuilt the foundation of the tower.  I had to 

jack up some of the side walls and replace the foundation and base boards.   

  

 

 

 

 

  

Had to replace some of the 

roof and re-shingle it.  It was 

a mess.   Crazy project.  But it 

was a great “sabbatical” for a 

recovering Wall Street 

lawyer.   

 

And I started listening for God’s voice.  The first thing I 

heard was “marry Julie.”  So I did that and convinced her to 

move up to the Catskills, near the old church, and help 

continue the renovations.   
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My dad came and helped me do some of the renovations.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Found some of the original stained glass windows in a neighbor’s barn; including 

this one, which says “Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do; do it with thy might.” 

 

 

And eventually after 3 years,  we moved in and made it our home for our first 

child. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

And then I started feeling a nudge towards mediation, peace-making, reconciliation.  Started doing divorce 

mediation.  Moved to Austin hoping to start a mediation practice.   But got distracted with lay pastoral ministry, 

which eventually opened my eyes and ears to a call to ordained ministry.  Took 4 years to convince Julie, but she 

finally agreed. 
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But what about the renovation of the old church?  What was that about?  I didn’t really figure that out until I 

came back from my 1st sabbatical here at Rec.  That’s when the “Missional” Movement began to gain traction.   

That’s when I began to see that the old model of church was slowly falling apart.  And that if it was going to 

survive, it was going to take major renovations.  And gradually, I began to see that’s why I was called to 

Reconciliation.  This was a faith community that was focused on reviving and rebuilding the old model of the 

church that Joe Brown and others saw back in the late 60’s was gradually falling apart and losing relevance to a 

changing world.  Joe was so far out ahead of the pack. 

 

But here’s the point, it took me 20 years, but I finally understood why God said, “Leave your law practice, go 

to the Catskills and find an old ‘home’ to renovate.”  At the time, I didn’t know God was talking about a “church” 

home.  I didn’t realize, at the time, how old and decrepit the Church was becoming in the face of a rapidly 

changing world.  I didn’t realize how many people were still being left out, or marginalized by the Church – 

women, people of color, people of other faith traditions, gays and lesbians.  Just like the Gentiles, and others who 

were being left out in Peter’s day.   

 

I woke up to the heart of my experience of renovating an old Church in the Catskills, when I began to hear 

God’s call to me to help “mid-wife” the Church of the future for future generations.  A Church that can welcome 

and embrace those who have been shunned and left out or turned off by the old model of Church. 

My experience is not unique.  God speaks to all of us through life experiences.   Sometimes God leads us into 

those experiences.  Like my story.  And I think sometimes they are simply life experiences or even tragedies we 

go through, which God did not plan, but which God uses to speak to us, to wake us up, to prepare us for doing 

the work of the Kingdom with new insight.  To help us truly learn to love one another, love our neighbors, even 

love our enemies. 

 

How has God spoken to you?  How is God speaking to you now through your life experiences?  How are you 

being called to stretch your love of others? Amen.  

 


