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I was recently in a room full of pastors and we were asked to shout 

out the ways our congregations respond to change. Some said “scary” or 

“unsure.” Some said those dreaded words, “but that’s the way we’ve 

always done it,” and then there was my favorite, “We love change! As long 

as everything stays the same.”  

If the Bible is about anything, it’s about change. It is about changed 

hearts, identities, and societies. The Bible moves from the creation myths 

and practices of a small group that moves from Ur to Haran to Canaan. 

They evolve theologically, adjust their practices, cycle through all kinds of 

leadership and no leaders at all. They are nomads, then become enslaved, 

then nomads again, then people of a land. They meet others and adopt 

some of their new neighbors’ practices. They become occupied. They 

disagree on who and what will save them. There is life that changes to 

death and then life again. With every change, there is resistance. Even to 

good change. Even when they are freed from slavery, they ask to give back 

their freedom and return to Egypt. The Bible is a collection of stories about 

change and resistance to change. 

Back to that room full of clergy. After we were asked how our 

congregations felt about change, we were asked to write an encouraging 

statement that would help our congregation feel motivated in the face of 

change. The pastor next to me said, “change or die!”  While it’s true that the 

only things that don’t change are dead things, I opted for, “Look at all the 

change we’ve already come through and look at where it’s brought us!” 

It’s true. From 1871, when the first of our predecessor churches 

began, to now, quite a few things have changed in this church. First, there 

are recorded memories of earlier members that children had a habit of 

climbing out the windows to escape Sunday School. I assure you that has 

changed! Until 1989, all the pastors of our church were men. Until 1995, we 

were not openly affirming of the LGBTQ community. With change, even 

positive change, there was resistance. When the church became affirming 

of the LGBTQ community, members became angry and even left. Change 



is hard. Not changing might be death, but change can sometimes feel like 

death. Even so, look at where all that change has brought us! 

In what we just read from the Book of Acts, we find difficult change 

happening. It’s an identity shift for the followers of the Way. The followers 

of the Way did not identify as Christians. Christianity did not exist until later. 

Religiously, they were Jews, but they were seeking to live in the way of 

Jesus. At this point they were a rowdy subgroup within Judaism. They had 

an identity and that identity was being threatened in the passage we just 

read. 

According to their religious practice, there were unclean people and 

there were unclean food and neither of them should be at your dinner table. 

What you eat and who you eat with are symbols of your identity.  

Hearing that Peter was endorsing eating unclean meat with unclean 

people would be almost like hearing your pastors standing up here and 

saying we’ve seen a sheet come down from the sky. It had new religions on 

it, so this church is no longer a Christian church. That’s how big that 

change likely felt. You might get understandably upset about that. 

But Peter says, “Look, I’ve got proof that God is working through 

these folks we used to call unclean. They’ve started acting like we acted 

when we first knew the Holy Spirit. Remember? When this whole way of life 

was new to us? How excited we were and how willing we were to follow the 

Way no matter what? These folks aren’t interested in our religion; they’re 

going to stay gentiles. BUT, they are very interested in living in the way of 

Jesus and if God has given them the same vision God gave us, who are we 

to argue with God?” 

Well, that was a tough one. They thought their job was to protect and 

continue their religion. Here’s Peter saying, no, your job is to follow this way 

of life along with whoever else wants to follow it. This is not just a change of 

heart or mind… this is a change of identity. 

 In his book “If the Church Were Christian,” Philip Gulley says “We 

who are in the church must get over the notion that our chief duty is to 

perpetuate it.” The call of God on our lives isn’t to make sure Christianity is 

really big and can afford to own lots of property. Thank goodness, because 

if that’s the case, Christianity in America is failing fast. A church is not, after 

all, a social club that you buy into in order to receive certain benefits. In my 

study of the thing, I’ve come to believe church is supposed to be a 

collection of folks who are committed to a certain way of life that, according 

to the example of Jesus, promotes human dignity, a search for truth, and 



constant moral and spiritual evolution. It’s a life that is always moving 

toward greater right action that makes love and justice real. It’s about 

change. 

Maybe those ancient followers of the Way forgot for a moment that’s 

why they gathered. They were in search of growth and change and action 

that would aid the marginalized and oppressed in their occupied nation, 

but… 

They thought they were supposed to protect and continue their 

religion. They wanted to put their time and energy and resources into that. 

The church has done that for centuries. I wonder if you could do a historical 

audit of Christianity, how much time and money has gone into just 

maintaining Christianity’s prominence and power. Probably a lot. Now, what 

if you could do that audit and find out how much was, in contrast, spent on 

acting like the humble Jesus? I wonder how much was spent on healing, 

feeding, moral evolution, bringing the marginalized in from the edges and 

centering their dignity. I don’t know, but if I had to guess, that number is 

probably not quite as large.  

Peter’s vision of animals on a sheet might sound weird, but it was 

serious. It meant that God had called the Followers of the Way to allow 

their very identity to evolve. They weren’t supposed to think of themselves 

as primarily and most importantly a religion to be maintained, but as a 

group who, regardless of religious background or practice, were committed 

to living in the way of Jesus. 

What must it have been like to hear that the leader you respected 

was asking you to let go of your tight grip on the religious customs and 

rituals that gave you a sense of belonging in order that God’s work in those 

outside your group might be recognized and honored? 

Hear these words written about First United Church of Oak Park by 

one of its members in 1980: 

“First United continues to explore the challenges resulting from its 

heritage of two congregations, the goals and planning set forth in the 

formation of a union and the varying needs and experiences of its 

people…. How much the world in which our church ministers and the life 

styles of its members have changed. Few young families can any longer 

afford the lovely silver that graced the tables of church dinners. And our 

younger members whose basic wardrobe is several pairs of Levi jeans 

would surely feel excluded from worship in which the ushers wore morning 

coats. Although the outward forms of our life together have changed greatly 



(and some may feel this is a deep loss), our challenge is the same that has 

confronted Christians for 2000 years as they faced a changing world: the 

challenge of seeking to understand the ‘new things’ that God continues to 

do in our midst.” 

1980. Five years after two different churches united to become one 

First United Church. Each congregation had given up bits of who they were 

in order that God’s work in both could be recognized, honored, and 

multiplied in their union; so that they could better live in the way of Jesus 

together. It wasn’t easy, but aren’t we glad they did it! 

God was doing a new thing then and God is doing a new thing today. 

Have you noticed it? It might feel scary. Some days it can even feel like 

death. But, First United, look at all the change we’ve already come through, 

and look at where it’s brought us! 

 

 


