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Back in the early 1980’s, after several years of study and debate and fervent prayer for guidance, the commissioners to the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (USA) voted to change a centuries-old Presbyterian tradition.  Today, when we share the Lord’s Supper, you will witness what got changed.  However, had I not mentioned it, most of you wouldn’t perceive it as something new, because it’s become the way we do things now.  But, believe me, back then the change caused quite an uproar in some Presbyterian churches.  Some Presbyterians well nigh refused to unlearn something they’d been taught down through all the centuries of Presbyterianism.


See, we’d been taught that children were not to be admitted to the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper until they’d completed the requisite educational preparation and been confirmed, usually around age eleven or twelve.  So, when the pre-requisite of confirmation was eliminated, abandoned to the past, quite a few Presbyterians hit the roof.  They wouldn’t even listen to the biblical and theological reasons for the change.  They were accustomed to the old way and its theological rationale, and by golly they were not going to budge.  Though their children were now welcomed to the Table, some parents refused to let their children participate.

I guess they liked the pretty Sunday School picture of Jesus holding children on his lap, but apparently didn’t hear him say, “Let your children come to me.”  Or maybe they thought he’d said, “Let children come only after they’ve mastered certain theological concepts,” a requirement which would exclude, not only children, but also, mentally challenged folks, indeed, would exclude any of us who know there’s a lot we don’t know.
At any rate, a number of Presbyterians were very unhappy about the change.  For all I know, there may still be some unhappy Presbyterians whose hackles go up when they see young children receiving the bread and cup.  Just as there are still some Presbyterians who remain much disgruntled with our denomination’s decision to admit women into ordained ministry.
For hundreds of years Presbyterians were taught that children could not come to the Table until they’d been confirmed and that women could not serve as pastors until, well, until hell froze over.  And so, of course there was resistance to unlearning those old teachings.  When, in order to get on board with something new, you have to completely let go of something old and abandon it to the past, inevitably there will be some resistance.  But, when what you have to unlearn is an old and long-accepted teaching of your religion, you can predict that the level of resistance will get upraised to uproar.

Thus it must have been hard for Peter, a lifelong Jew, having to unlearn something which was a fundamental teaching of Judaism.  Yes, he had become a follower of Jesus and a leader in the new Christian church.  But remember, members of the early church considered themselves Jews, a sect of Judaism.  They held steadfast to Jewish theology, scriptures, religious observances, laws, purity codes.  If you, a non-Jew, wanted to join the Christians, you must first go through the process of becoming a Jew, then you could be baptized and become a church member.

So, that holy vision Peter had on the roof while napping and waiting for lunch:  it was a very, very big deal.  It meant that Peter had to let go of and completely abandon, completely unlearn some long-accepted teachings which were at the core of Judaism.  And that particular unlearning, it had to have been not only hard, but also spiritually frightening, for it involved breaking the Jewish purity code.

But, strict maintenance of the purity code was an essential for Jews, a must.  It ranked right up there with keeping the Ten Commandments.  Strict observance of the dietary laws and prescribed purity behaviors, that was what kept you right with almighty God.  You engage in a purity taboo, you might as well have broken the Ten Commandments, because you were in a heap of trouble with God.

But, following his rooftop experience, Peter did exactly that; he broke some Jewish taboos which had been taught for hundreds of generations.  Luke, the author of the biblical book titled “Acts,” says that when Peter’s associates heard what Peter had done, they criticized him.  I’ll bet that’s putting it mildly.  I’ll bet they were ready to kick him out, because, according to the purity code, Peter was now unclean.  His colleagues wouldn’t want to be anywhere near him, lest they be contaminated, become unclean themselves, they themselves in a heap of trouble with God.  Peter and his colleagues had some hard and spiritually daunting unlearning to do.

It would have been difficult enough, had it only to do with dietary laws, with keeping a kosher table, as it were.  To break the taboo and start eating pork, shellfish and other foods considered unclean, that would have been challenge aplenty.  But it went beyond that.  Also they were to unlearn what they’d been taught about shunning certain people.  Remember, a Jew was not, not, not to associate with a gentile, that is, they were not to associate with anyone who wasn’t Jewish.  Non-Jews, gentiles were considered unclean.
It was a very, very big deal, what Peter and the new Christians had to unlearn.  And, get this:  they were told that what they had been taught had been wrong, in the scriptures but wrong all along.

It was not that God had now performed a miracle, transforming something bad into something good.  No; the voice of the holy vision made it clear:  those foods, those people, they’d never been bad, unclean, and to label them that way was to profane something God had made.  Peter and his associates must now abandon that old teaching, unlearn it, lest they pass on an untruth which future generations would have to unlearn.
What Peter and the early Christians had to unlearn was a very, very big deal.  But, you know, what Cornelius and his gentile associates had to unlearn was probably also a big deal.  To have been shunned and considered unclean:  surely that attitude of their Jewish neighbors had crept into the self-perception of some of the gentiles themselves.  And if you were a gentile like Cornelius, who had come to believe in the Jewish God, that perception of himself as unclean must have been worrisome, to say the least.
Imagine then being told that you’re not unclean and that in fact you never were.  Certainly, that would have been welcome news to Cornelius, but I wonder if his former self-perception didn’t hang around for a while.  Sometimes it is very, very difficult to unlearn something you were taught about yourself.  If you were taught that you were somehow “less than,” somehow “unacceptable,” it can be really hard to let that learning go and learn yourself anew.

Unlearning:  it was a big deal for us Madison Square Presbyterians to unlearn what we’d been long-taught about homosexuality.  It wasn’t easy, but it was right to do that unlearning, because what we’d been taught isn’t right, isn’t true and never was.  We unlearned an untruth, and so, never again will we label homosexual relationships or homosexual people “unclean”, for that would profane what God has made, God’s own beloved children.  But I wonder if there isn’t something else we need to unlearn, a particular thing we Christians often say, oblivious to the fact that we are profaning what God has made, indeed profaning all God’s children, all of humanity.
Weren’t you taught that we are all sinners?  We certainly say it often enough; it rolls smoothly and frequently off our lips, that all human beings are sinners.  But that word “are”, it’s a being verb.  So, when we say we are all sinners, we’re not just talking about the fact that all of us sometimes engage in bad behaviors.  We’re saying that there’s something bad wrong with our very being, that our human fabric is “unclean,’” that we are unremittingly sin-constituted, even when our behavior is at least for the moment okay.  But saying that about our being, about the essence of our humanity, isn’t that to profane something God made?
Now, I know the religion police will probably label me a heretic for saying it – they want to hang on to that old teaching about the fall in the garden of Eden, how it rendered humanity unclean from birth to death – but I think we need to abandon that long-taught statement.  Maybe we could simply say, “We all sin.”  That’s a true statement, which points to wrong action, wrong behavior rather than to an innate and immutable state of wrong-being.  Putting it like that, I think we could better follow Jesus, who never taught a word about any wrongness innate to the fabric of humanity, but begged us to focus on behaviors that aren’t a permanent fixture, but should and can be changed.

Well, anyway, unlearning some things about other people, unlearning some things about ourselves, perhaps unlearning something that our own religion has long taught, none of that unlearning comes easily.  But I figure that if Peter and Cornelius could do it, each sort of helping the other, we can do the same, we helping each other along.

And what better place to begin than at the Lord’s Table?  Here’s the vision to guide us, the vision of the kingdom and its welcome, the holy vision and its magnificent kingdom truth, that we’re all God’s children, and, as that old bumper sticker proclaims, “God don’t make no junk.”
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