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Introduction: The apostle John wrote at the end of the New Testament:

Revelation 7:9-10 (ESV)  9 After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude that

no one could number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages,

standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, with palm

branches in their hands,  10 and crying out with a loud voice, “Salvation belongs to

our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!”

If it is that way in heaven, shouldn’t it be that way here?

Illus.  It was 1972.  I had dropped out of college the year before pretty disenchanted

with ever becoming a minister.  I had found a job initially selling shoes which was

the only real marketable skill I had at the time.  I had a chance to go from $100.00/

week to $125.00/week, and a chance for advancement working for Economy

Savings & Loan - what an opportunity!  I got the job. (Everything is relative, but

most people would take a 25% increase in their income).

I received the job over another applicant by the name of Dave Williams.  Dave

had been a year behind me in High School.  He had been on the honor roll, star

halfback on the football team, a pretty decent basketball player, college graduate

and well-liked by his peers.  I got the job because my boss said they would lose

business if Dave was hired.  Why would a company hire a less-qualified person?

Well, Dave was born with a visible physical defect if you will.  He was black!

Prejudice is not a new phenomena, it is still much too prevalent nearly 50 years

later, but it absolutely has no place in the church.  Paul wrote to the church:

Galatians 3:28 (ESV)  28 There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor

free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.

Even in the early Church there needed to be:

I.  An Early Lesson in Race Relations

Prejudice was also alive and well in the first century.  Gentiles, i.e. non-Jews,

were referred to as “goyim.”  That was not a compliment.  It meant dog.  It was a

racial slur.  Jewish men thanked God in their prayers they were not born a Gentile

or a woman.



Jews would not even help a Gentile woman who was found to be in trouble in the

throes of childbirth because that would be helping another Gentile to be brought

into the world.

A short time had passed since Pentecost and the early church had already started

to forget its instructions from the Lord to take the Gospel to the whole world

(Matthew 28:18-20; Acts 1:8).  It became clear that even the church leaders needed

reminded of their mission.  The command to take the gospel from Jerusalem to

Judea, to Samaria, to the ends of the earth was not only a natural geographic

progression.  It most certainly was also a progression in maturity. “Love your

enemies” is a hard concept to internalize and put into practice.  Most of us are

still learning in this area.

One of the first encounters we see in the area of race relations in the New Testament

is found in Acts 8 (Simon the sorcerer in Samaria and the Ethiopian official near

Gaza interacting with Philip, the Evangelist - and even Jesus’ encounter with the

Samaritan woman in John 4 is an early model of acceptance.)

Our text in Acts 10 shows that Peter was no quick study in race relations.  He had

to be repeatedly convinced that the Church must include everyone - even Gentiles,

if it were going to be true to Jesus’ last words.

Acts 10, which we did not read, is summarized in Acts 11:1-18!

Acts 11:1-18 (ESV)  1 Now the apostles and the brothers who were throughout

Judea heard that the Gentiles also had received the word of God.  2 So when Peter

went up to Jerusalem, the circumcision party criticized him, saying,  3 “You went

to uncircumcised men and ate with them.”  4 But Peter began and explained it to

them in order:  5 “I was in the city of Joppa praying, and in a trance I saw a vision,

something like a great sheet descending, being let down from heaven by its four

corners, and it came down to me.  6 Looking at it closely, I observed animals and

beasts of prey and reptiles and birds of the air.  7 And I heard a voice saying to me,

‘Rise, Peter; kill and eat.’  8 But I said, ‘By no means, Lord; for nothing common

or unclean has ever entered my mouth.’  9 But the voice answered a second time

from heaven, ‘What God has made clean, do not call common.’  10 This happened

three times, and all was drawn up again into heaven.  11 And behold, at that very

moment three men arrived at the house in which we were, sent to me from Caesarea.

12 And the Spirit told me to go with them, making no distinction. These six brothers

also accompanied me, and we entered the man's house.



13 And he told us how he had seen the angel stand in his house and say, ‘Send to

Joppa and bring Simon who is called Peter;  14 he will declare to you a message by

which you will be saved, you and all your household.’  15 As I began to speak, the

Holy Spirit fell on them just as on us at the beginning.  16 And I remembered the

word of the Lord, how he said, ‘John baptized with water, but you will be baptized

with the Holy Spirit.’  17 If then God gave the same gift to them as he gave to us

when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could stand in God's

way?”  18 When they heard these things they fell silent. And they glorified God,

saying, “Then to the Gentiles also God has granted repentance that leads to life.”

Later on, the Apostle Paul would still need to remind Peter that he needed to

practice what he preached.  It seemed Peter would behave differently around

Gentiles when his Jewish friends were around:  Galatians 2:11-13 (ESV)  11 But

when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he stood

condemned.  12 For before certain men came from James, he was eating with the

Gentiles; but when they came he drew back and separated himself, fearing the

circumcision party. 13 And the rest of the Jews acted hypocritically along with

him, so that even Barnabas was led astray by their hypocrisy.

That was then, but what about:

II.  Current Problems

In a time when our world is becoming more and more fragmented, reconciliation

is becoming more and more difficult.  Nothing has happened to really convince me

that the culture is answering in a practical way Rodney King’s old question:  “Can

we get along?”  We still see hate crimes against people who are different.  In

some places around the world it is called “ethnic cleansing.”

For all the talk, for all the legislation, and all the media, I do not believe that race

relations are significantly better in America.  Forgive me, but I believe many of

our corporations are just doing the “politically- correct thing.”  In 1997 Texaco

got caught!  I do not believe for a minute that they would have changed if they had

not been forced to, by a nearly 200 million dollar lawsuit.

We continue to see segregation in our culture.  In some cases it is quite natural,

but many times it is the result of quiet discrimination along not only racial lines

but social, economic, and educational differences.



Even churches for the most part DO NOT represent the culture in their racial

makeup or demographics.  According to a recent study, only 8 percent of employees

at 25 of the largest evangelical organizations is nonwhite, less than half that of the

secular workplace.  This is an appalling statistic given that nonwhites constitute

over 30 percent of the U.S. population - a percentage that will exceed 50 percent

half way through this current century.

I was told while ministering in Greenville, NC nearly 15 years ago, that I could

NOT hire a qualified black secretary for the church.  Yet, you see, it must be the

church that leads in racial reconciliation.  It has to be more than rhetoric. We can

sing about love all we want, but until we actually do love, everything is meaningless.

Until we personally do something to bridge the gap, the situation will remain

unchanged.

There needs to be a shift from any race saying, “What can I do for you?” to “I

need you.”  That then would signal perhaps: words and deeds are starting to

come together.  The question needs to be asked:  what is our relationship with

people who are different from us?

III.  What Can Be Done?

There have been a few opportunities like West Detroit Christian Church a few

years ago.  This was a new church plant where blacks and whites were working

together.  Midland Christian Church youth and their sponsors went down to help

over a Spring break on two separate occasions.  Mission trips, if done as a

partnership, can create new relationships, goodwill and cooperation.

There is a group of ours in Indianapolis (Englewood Christian Church) that works

in much the same way as Habitat for Humanity and is serving poor blacks and

whites.  The latest weather catastrophes provide many opportunities. We work

with I.D.E.S. on some of these very issues.

A few years ago I talked to a youth minister in Gary, Indiana at a church called

Wildwood Church of Christ.  He and his wife were the only white family in the

church.  He felt called by God to be there working under a black minister.



Illus.  In 1963, George C. Wallace, governor of Alabama, literally stood in the

doorway of the University of Alabama, preventing Vivian Malone Jones, a black

woman, from enrolling as a student.  Thirty-three years later, Wallace awarded

Jones the first Lurleen B. Wallace Award of Courage. (The award, named in

honor of Wallace’s wife, recognized women who have made outstanding

contributions to the state of Alabama.)  Wallace publicly apologized to Jones for

the 1963 controversy; Jones in turn forgave Wallace.  Robert F. Kennedy Jr., on

hand for the event, said “This event really is a moment of reconciliation and redemption.”

Personal illustration:  (DISCLAIMER: I no longer live in this world.)

Growing up I knew there were two things that irritated my father: blacks &

catholics.  Prejudice ran deep even in my family.

Some personal stories ... As a teenager if I wanted to irritate my father, and of

course most teenagers do, I would date Catholic girls --- as often as possible.  I

took that to the extreme one year and dated a girl who was going off to the

convent.  As I went off to college I would kid about bringing home my catholic fiancé

who just happened to be black. It is not near as funny now as it seemed back then.

There is still that feeling of alienation in our culture when my friend, Bill Mick,

from Midland said tongue in cheek:  “Do you allow Catholics in your church,”

and I told him:  “most certainly, we encouraged them to be here.”  Today, oddly

enough, it seems to me that we have more in common with the Roman Catholic Church

than we do with many of our Protestant brothers and sisters on some very important issues.

What Can We Do? ...  Mention 2006 NACC (“Together in Christ”) with half

the keynote speakers from the a capella churches.

There are groups we need to work with to develop an environment of acceptance.

In 1996 Promise Keepers made reconciliation their main emphasis. Even though

the event was held in Detroit, blacks were absent en masse.

Illus.  Flint, MI Church of God in Christ experience, Midland Church (Make Us

One musical)...  These kind of programs are valuable, but if all that is accomplished

is that we get pumped up for a few weeks and nothing changes - the value is

questionable. We need to get to the place where changes are made which are

positive in the way we make everyone welcome.  I preached there, ate with them.

They came up from Flint to Midland (60 miles) for a program, brought special

music, and ate with us.  Those were good times!



Conclusion: Ephesians 2:14-22 (ESV)  14 For he himself is our peace, who has

made us both one and has broken down in his flesh the dividing wall of hostility  15

by abolishing the law of commandments expressed in ordinances, that he might

create in himself one new man in place of the two, so making peace,  16 and might

reconcile us both to God in one body through the cross, thereby killing the hostility.

17 And he came and preached peace to you who were far off and peace to those

who were near. 18 For through him we both have access in one Spirit to the Father.

19 So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with

the saints and members of the household of God,  20 built on the foundation of the

apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone,  21 in whom the

whole structure, being joined together, grows into a holy temple in the Lord.  22 In

him you also are being built together into a dwelling place for God by the Spirit.

If Jesus can do that with the Jews and Gentiles, He certainly can do it with us and

any other group we might want to mention.

Obviously the Apostle Paul, and Jesus Himself, thought reconciliation was a critical

issue.  When our relationship with God was broken, God brought us back - bought

us back, and reconciled us to Himself through Jesus Christ.  According to Scripture,

God has called us to be His ambassadors and given us (all) the message of reconciliation.

Cornelius brought his family and friends to hear the gospel preached.  He knew it

was vital for them to hear the words that could save them.  One of the things we

are trying to create here at Weston Church of Christ is to develop an attitude and

place where everyone is cared for and “everyone is welcome.”

Joseph Stowell, former President of Moody Bible Institute, has said:  “In a world

fractured by increasing racial tension and polarization, it is the church’s privilege

to demonstrate the power of Christ among us by living out the joy of accepting,

loving and respecting each other in a unique bond of oneness and peace.”  There

is no favoritism with God.  He wants everyone to be saved.  “Red and yellow,

black and white, everyone is precious in God’s sight.”

Mission Statement: (on the back wall)  The purpose of the Weston Church of

Christ is to glorify God by reaching the lost, strengthening the saved and serving

as one Body for Jesus Christ, our Lord.

Prayer: for reconcilation, acceptance, and repentance!!!

God says concerning His Church:  “Everyone’s Welcome!”


