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34 Then Peter began to speak to them: “I truly understand that God shows no partiality, 35 but in 

every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him. 36 You know the 

message he sent to the people of Israel, preaching peace by Jesus Christ—he is Lord of all. 37 

That message spread throughout Judea, beginning in Galilee after the baptism that John 

announced: 38 how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with power; how he 

went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was with him. 
39 We are witnesses to all that he did both in Judea and in Jerusalem. They put him to death by 

hanging him on a tree; 40 but God raised him on the third day and allowed him to appear, 41 not to 

all the people but to us who were chosen by God as witnesses, and who ate and drank with him 

after he rose from the dead. 42 He commanded us to preach to the people and to testify that he is 

the one ordained by God as judge of the living and the dead. 43 All the prophets testify about him 

that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.” Words of God 

for the people of God. Let us pray. The grass withers and the flowers fade but your word, O God, 

stands forever. So, let the words of my mouth and the meditations of hearts on that word be 

acceptable in your sight. Amen. 

 

Do-it-yourselfers: We’re the ones streaming out of a crowded Home Depot, a Menard’s or a 

Lowe’s on a Saturday morning, pushing a cartload of stuff — maybe a new tubular skylight, a 

cordless drill, caulking gun, joint tape, trowels, pans, hammers, miter saw and the like. We’re 

facing a project — however grimly— and we’re gonna to do it ourselves. 

 

That’s exactly what my brother-in-law, Philip Franklin and I did in 2020 when we decided to 

replace the large deck on the front of our house.  

 



It was by far the biggest DIY project I have ever undertaken. Once I discovered that Philip, who 

is literally a rocket scientist with NASA was down for guiding and assisting me in this project – 

beginning in July, I took copious photos of the old deteriorating deck,  

 

 

replete with exact measurements.  

 

I then spent the rest of the summer tearing down the old deck and having it hauled off 

 



 

This was no small project all by-itself. 

 

 

 



 

And then while Philip studied You Tube videos about deck building, I began turning my 

measurements into specs for buying the exact amount and board sizes of lumber we would need. 

I talked to Elinor Arendt about getting a building permit and when Bill Kennedy, Bob 

Winkelmann and Steve Sheriff found out about it, they all volunteered to help out.  

 

 



 

We began the project the third week of September.  

 

In two weeks, we had the basic frame and floor put together.  

 



 

It then took me until almost Christmas to finish off the rest.  

 

 



 

 

It turned out beautifully, if I do say so.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

But I can guarantee you that I will never look at another deck the same as long as I live.  

But you know, these days, the do-it-yourself movement is not just about home improvement. It 

also happens when one takes and edits one’s own photos, makes one’s own movies, or publishes 

one’s own books without the services of “professionals” backed by an industry or an institution. 

And pod casts – Oh my Gosh!  It would seem that everyone under 30 has their own radio-type 

show through pod-casting. 

 

So, this do-it-yourself phenomenon in Western culture now colors all that we are and all that we 

do – from house maintenance to even as far as soul maintenance – how we approach God and all 

that is spiritual. Yes, the DIY movement marks a powerful shift away from faith in and reliance 

upon institutions and their experts –– towards, well, towards who knows what.  

The DIY movement has both its positives, like a “can do” attitude resulting in a deck to make 

anyone proud, as well as its negatives such as the conviction, that because our institutions, from 

our universities to our churches, have failed us, the old experts of the various fields in those 

institutions are worthless and therefore, one doesn’t need to listen to or pay attention to either the 

facts they present or the advice they offer.  

So, if you are like me, you may be a bit ambivalent – to say the least – when it comes to applying 

the DIY movement to things like politics and religion.  

But the fact is that, most of the new pop-up religious groups that have been formed, (and there 

are many) have been formed because of frustration with organized religion.  



 

The Alban Institute at Duke University is an organization dedicated to the growth and 

nourishment of pastors and congregations. It sends out regular articles featuring some timely 

tidbit aimed at provoking thought and challenging an all too common problem among a clergy 

trained to make a career out of being a Christian – complacency.  

They point out that most of us pastors trained in the 80’s 90’sand early 2000’s thought we were 

being trained to be experts at maintaining an essential institution of God, when, in fact, church 

leadership in the 21st century has turned out to be something altogether different.  

When I began seminary in 1984, a majority of people of all ages – even those who did not attend 

church – understood its value to society. But today among a growing minority of those over forty 

and a majority of those under forty, the church is not only considered unnecessary, it is actually 

viewed by many as an impediment to love, social progress and human justice. 

And what about the others who are more open to the church? A recent Alban article featured a 

Catholic laywoman who had tried five parishes after she relocated to Austin, Texas. She was 

looking for a priest she could relate to and a church that offered significant participation to 

women. Since this was a particularly conservative area and she was unable to find either, 

whether the assembly was Catholic or Protestant, she started her own spiritual group. She says 

she was led finally to this by a dream she had. The group has now grown to over 100 members. 

Alban says that other do-it-yourself gatherings are on the rise with assemblies of people 

aggravated with established churches and synagogues not making a more concerted effort to 

make religion more “culturally relevant.”  

 

Still other groups started because they found mega-churches too impersonal or because the 

individuals disagreed with positions their churches held and were not given the freedom to 

disagree.  

 

 



Do-it-yourself religion. Is it good or is it bad? Well the answer, of course is that “it depends.” It 

depends, of course on whether God is in it or not. And of course, therein lies the rub. For who 

ultimately decides that? 

In the United States, ad hoc Christian fellowships dubbed “house churches” were a phenomenon 

of the 1960s. 

 

They were part of what was called “The Jesus Movement” that grew among disaffected young 

people. They often formed a part of the backbone to the civil rights and anti-war movements of 

the period.  

 

And during the apartheid era in South Africa, some 4,000 black African faith communities 

sprang up, largely because the mainline majority white church was built on a colonial model that 

didn’t connect with the black community.  

 

In the U.S. with a culture now divided, the trend has again spiked, and while the majority of 

today’s groups are laity driven, some clergy have also become disenchanted with the way 

organized religion functions, unhitching their wagon from the established church horse.  



 

They haven’t necessarily left Christianity, but many sense that institutional religion is, for the 

most part, still aimed toward a cultural context that no longer exists, and so they are looking for 

how the church should emerge in and interact with the culture as it actually is today. Some of 

these clergy have created new faith communities that don’t much resemble the historic church, 

and with help from the pandemic, others have even opened virtual communities on the Internet. 

 
 

Whatever you might think of these developments, they are part of the faith discussion of our 

times, and I suspect this do-it-yourself religious trend will only continue rather than flame out. 

 

And what does any of this have to do with our morning text? Well, like it or not, it seems that 

first-century Christian leaders eventually considered the church to be largely a do-it-yourself 

affair. We are reminded by our text today that it, that is the early church, was going against 3,000 

years of institutional tradition.  

Remember, the religious leaders of that tradition found Jesus to be extremely unorthodox – so 

unorthodox, in fact, that they arranged for his crucifixion. And now, to top it off, a bunch of nuts 

(as viewed from the common wisdom of 1st century Judaisim), a bunch of nuts who had been 

followers of Jesus are making the absurd claim that he rose from the dead.  

And yet, and yet… even Jesus’ followers are having a hard time conceiving of Christianity apart 

from the structures of the established religion of old.  

 

In the case of Peter, it takes very direct action on God’s part to shake the early church loose from 

this. You remember the story. Peter was still acting like an orthodox Jew refusing to eat anything 

unclean according to the scriptures – which would especially include eating anything with a 

Gentile or a non-Jew.  



So, God sends him a vision one afternoon when he is taking a nap on the roof of a house.  

 

There is a sheet and on it is every kind of food known to a Jew that is off limits. A voice 

accompanies the vision “Get up, Peter; kill and eat.” Peter refuses twice saying, “No way. I don’t 

eat profane things.” Finally, the voice of God Booms in, “Peter, you knucklehead don’t you 

know ‘What God has made clean, you must not call profane.’ For in Christ, ‘God shows no 

partiality.’” 

What?! Talk about a paradigm shift! All foods are clean? All people are children of God – not 

just the Jews? When Peter makes his declaration about God’s impartiality to the Gentiles 

gathered in Cornelius’ house, he must be feeling as if the earth is shaking beneath his sandals.  

 

And this complete shift comes, not from tradition, but from a dream. We see this clearly in 

Peter’s inability to come up with any Scripture to quote in his sermon to support his expanded 

vision of the gospel’s reach. In fact, Peter, the human that he is, still refers to the very tradition 

that he is at the same time blowing out of the water. He reminds Cornelius’ gathering – that is, a 

gathering of non-Jews – that God’s message was “sent to the people of Israel” and spread 

through the prime Jewish regions of “Galilee” and “Judea and Jerusalem.”  

 

But then Peter switches gears. He embraces his new understanding. He says finally: “Jesus Christ 

... is Lord of all.” It is this affirmation, rather than any statement from the Scriptures, that is 

Peter’s real message. 

 

Will Willimon, author, former dean of Duke University’s chapel, and now a retired United 

Methodist Bishop has written a commentary on the book of Acts. In it, he comments on this 

speech of Peter’s. He says:  



“This is the way it sometimes is in the church. If Jesus Christ is Lord, then the church has the 

adventurous task of penetrating new areas of his Lordship, expecting surprises and new 

implications of the gospel which cannot be explained on any basis other than our Lord has shown 

us something we could not have seen on our own, especially if we were looking only at 

Scripture.”  

What? God has the prerogative to work outside of or even contrary to scripture? But isn’t that 

blasphemy? No – it is a paradox. A paradox is when two diametrically opposed statements are 

said to both be absolutely true at the same time. 

 

That is what this tenth chapter of Acts does for us – presents us with a paradox. To be a faithful 

follower of the God of Jesus Christ means that the scriptures are the final authority for faithful 

living. Yet here we have a scripture that says that scripture has its limits. Sometimes God 

chooses to do a new thing that is opposed to the scriptures. 

I am and always have been a fan of Star Trek. There was a particular episode from the original 

Star Trek series that involved the star ship Enterprise being overtaken by an advanced group of 

robots seen here: 

 

These robots were fairly benevolent. They were, after all, designed to serve humans.  

 



But there was one problem. Similar to the world created by Asimov’s “I Robot,” these Robots 

were so efficient at serving that they ended up enslaving any human that was unfortunate enough 

to get pulled onto their planet.  

So, the whole crew of the Enterprise is now stuck on this planet because the robots are a lot more 

powerful. Their ship is about to be taken from them. How do they defeat the robots and get their 

ship back?  

They proceed to do it by presenting the robots with two things: 1. A paradox similar to the one 

seen here: 

 

and 2. imaginative play as seen here:  

 

Both of these things appear so absurd to the robots that they finally burn out their circuits. 

 



The moral of the story: what makes us humans created in the image of God and helps us to rise 

above becoming mere robots is our ability to do two things:  

 

1. to live and even to thrive with the paradoxes that are a part of life with God and  

2. to see that often our imaginations, including our dreams and our visions hold a key to the way 

forward – to our renewal – to our triumph. 

This is the same message of the tenth chapter of the book of Acts. Peter receives a vision that 

God’s chosen people includes everybody. EVERYBODY. 

 

In the church today, this is mostly a foregone conclusion, but usually with substantial qualifiers 

attached. And, as in Peter’s day, unfortunately many of these qualifiers are what we get from 

scripture. Just as in the time of Jesus, while we are most human when we are able to embrace the 

paradox of faithful living, we prefer the easier route of proof-texting – using scriptures to back 

up our own insecurities. 

 

“Well, yes,” we say, “of course Jesus is Lord of all, but people have to believe thus and so before 

he will actually be their Lord and savior.”  

 

Or, “Yes, Jesus is Lord of all, but you are truly only one of the ‘chosen’ if you have had a 

conversion experience that looks like this.”  

 

 Or, “Jesus is Lord of all applies to everyone but, well except maybe not transgendered persons.” 

And Jesus is Lord of all definitely does not apply to people of other religions – especially 

Muslims. 



But Peter’s new understanding of the gospel seems to run contrary to all of this. In fact, he 

suddenly proclaims that the good news of the love of God is that it is for all people and therefore 

can and should be rightly offered to all with no strings attached because that is what Jesus did in 

his willingness to die on the cross.  

 

Thus, Peter’s prejudice is shunted aside and, armed with this new understanding, he immediately 

becomes a kind of 1st century do-it-yourselfer preaching this new thing.  

 

However, unlike many of the do-it-yourselfers of today, Peter understood and deeply appreciated 

the institutional Religious Tradition from which the revelation of God in Christ had sprung.  

 

 
 

In fact, combing the scriptures, tradition and experience, Peter would go on to make a 

convincing argument for how Christ was the ultimate fulfilment of all three. 

 

Do-it-yourself religion at its best involves God revealing something to us that is at once both 

personal and universal. But it also involves taking what God has thus revealed in the context of 

history and the tradition before putting it into practice. After all, the message of Christ is that 

there is no DIY salvation. That comes from God as pure grace. And even though a lot of what 

happens as a result of accepting that grace is a do-it-yourself project, it is all too easy for ego to 

get in the way. If one cannot build a bridge between a new spiritual vision and the tradition but 

instead insists on burning every one, one is in danger of a kind of ego-serving project that makes 

one into a spiritual dilatant at best, with megalomania or cultism not being far off.  

 

And what determines whether we are headed in the right direction? Ultimately it is putting what 

we have come to know from our understanding and experience of God, in Christ, into practice. 

Whether bound by tradition or loosely associated with it: 

 

If the God of our tradition and experience shows us that we have behaved unjustly, then we need 

to start behaving justly both personally and politically.  

 

If the God of our tradition and experience shows us that we have been racist, then we need to 

shine the light on our racism and work towards mitigating it wherever it occurs.  

 

If the God of our tradition and experience shows us that we are shutting out some that he 

includes in, then we need to move to where God is. In each case, we need to act ourselves on 

what God has shown us. In this sense, religion is always a DIY kind of thing.  

 

Using Peter as a model, all of us who follow Jesus today, would do well within the Christian 

         

         

          



Tradition to remain open to the idea that God does new things, and that we may be called to 

become do-it-yourself agents of change. And to our surprise and chagrin, when we do this 

faithfully, most often we discover that it is the agent, that is we, who first must change.  

 

Let us pray.  

O Gracious God, keep us ever open to the movement of your spirit that always signals a change 

towards grace, greater openness and compassion. Prepare us for change. Make us responsive 

even as you comfort our fears of moving forward and our tendency to draw hard lines in the 

sand. Let us be the change we want to make. 

You are invited now to contemplate your recommitment to God by considering the dedication of 

your tithes and gifts and abilities. Your tithes and gifts may be given by leaving an offering in 

the plate on the table just outside the back of the sanctuary or by mailing a check to the office 

made out to the church or by going to our church’s web site, finding the Give button and 

following the prompts. As you contemplate these things, let us pray: 

And now bless these gifts that they may serve as catalysts for that which you are doing that is 

new to unite and build bridges rather than tear them down in your name. We pray this in the 

name of Christ, Amen. 

 
Note: The idea for this sermon came from the January 9, 2005 edition of Homiletics Magazine 


