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In the German state of North Rhine-Westphalia an election campaign is taking place, 
and one of the smaller political parties, the “Pro North Rhine-Westphalia” party is 
campaigning on an anti-Islam platform. Among other things this far-right party is 
calling for a ban on minarets in Europe, and one of its campaign symbols is a 
mosque with a red diagonal line crossed through it. Now I’m very glad to say that this 
week the Protestant and Catholic churches in Germany joined together to declare 
quite unequivocally that such an election platform is “not compatible with our 
Christian faith”, and together they went on to condemn election policies which are 
anti-Islam, anti-mosques and anti-minarets.  
 
Any person or organization that self-defines primarily in negative terms is acting 
against the Christian faith. If our priority in life is to be against someone else or 
against another group of people, and that is our main reason for being - what drives 
us, what gives our life meaning - then we are not living a Christian life. For we 
Christians are called by God to base our lives in God’s love and compassion, to act 
for justice and peace, to be people who are positive. Now that doesn’t mean we are 
never to be negative, it doesn’t mean that we don’t campaign against what’s evil or 
unjust or plain wrong, but it does mean our message and our actions are to be 
motivated primarily by love, to be working for good, to be life-affirming, not 
discriminatory or condemnatory towards others.  
 
The story of Peter’s vision at Joppa is relevant for every generation. Peter had grown 
up knowing well the strict Old Testament principles of what’s clean and what’s 
unclean, what was believed to be acceptable as food in God’s sight. But then he has 
this extraordinary vision that shows him all sorts of creatures together and the voice 
of God telling him that all are acceptable as food, that none of these creatures are 
unclean. That’s followed quickly by the arrival of envoys from a Roman centurion who 
wants to hear about Jesus, and as Peter is preaching to them the centurion and all 
his household receive the Holy Spirit and are converted. Peter’s traditional Jewish 
understandings are turned upside down.  
 
In the Jewish faith of Jesus’ time Gentiles - non-Jewish people - were regarded as 
largely outside of God’s concern. God had chosen the Hebrews as his people. The 
Old Testament requirements on food were a crucial part of what distinguished Jews 
from Gentiles. They were followed very carefully, regarded as God’s will for his 
people. So in Leviticus chapter 11 we read that most animals that have divided 
hoofs, are cleft-footed and chew the cud are acceptable as food, although not camels 
or rock badgers or hares or pigs. Wild animals are ruled out because they do not 
meet those criteria. Certain forms of seafood are acceptable but only if they have fins 
or scales. Most birds are ruled out, especially those that prey on other live creatures. 
Insects are detestable, says Leviticus, except it’s okay to eat grasshoppers and 
crickets, and snakes and lizards are definitely out. Eating any of these makes you 
ritually unclean.  
 
So Peter’s vision is unsettling, to say the least, and it’s given to him three times, to 
ram the message home. “What God has made clean you must not call profane” said 
the voice from heaven.  



 
Peter may have been helped by remembering the teaching of Jesus recorded for us 
in Mark 7. There Jesus states categorically that “there is nothing outside of a person 
that by going in can defile” and in verse 19 Mark adds the comment “Thus he 
declared all foods clean”.  
 
Jesus time and again astonished his followers by breaking through the rigid 
boundaries of the Jewish faith - he saw the laws as man-made and was willing to 
flout them when they thwarted God’s will for love and compassion; he deliberately 
sought out those who were traditionally seen as outside of God’s concern and those 
regarded as under God’s curse - lepers, the lame, the blind, the mentally ill; he 
treated women and children with respect, the same as he treated men, and he 
accepted that God cared for Gentiles as well as for Jews.  
 
Over the first 40 or 50 years of the church’s existence, following the death and 
resurrection of Jesus, there was great controversy on the question of whether this 
new faith was for Jews only or could actually be open to Gentiles as well. Peter’s 
experience in Joppa and Caesarea helped win the case for an open and inclusive 
church.  
 
In today’s gospel reading Jesus instructs his disciples to love one another. When we 
affirm the Christian faith which centres on God’s love and forgiveness offered to us, 
then we can hardly do anything less than love our Christian sisters and brothers. To 
do otherwise is to lose all legitimacy as genuine Christians. But that’s only part of 
Jesus’ instructions to us about love. He taught us also to love our neighbours, those 
who live alongside us who may or may not be Christians themselves. And he taught 
us to love even our enemies. God’s love is for all, and so must our love be. This 
week I’ve been asked by two or three people whether I would have agreed to take 
the funeral of the Melbourne gangland killer, Carl Williams, who was buried in his 
huge gold coffin from a Catholic church this week. My response was yes, I would 
agree, as I don’t believe we should reject any family who genuinely asks for a 
Christian service - although I’m sure I would choose my words very carefully at such 
a funeral. The love of God is offered to all. 
 
Friends, no-one claiming the name of Christ can be party to demonising any group of 
human beings. Political bodies like those in Europe who base themselves on the 
negativity of being against someone or some group are not Christian. God’s love is 
far bigger than we can ever imagine.  
 
To the glory of God. Amen.  
 
 
 
 
 
 


