
God’s Intervention, May 19, 2019, St. Timothy, Burnaby 

Acts 11:1-18; Ps 148; Rev 21:1-6; John 13:31-35 

“who was I that I could hinder God?” 

Prayer 

A newborn infant is not very good at communicating. It takes quite a while for a new human to really 

learn even the most basic of language skills. For the first months of their life they are really only able to 

effectively communicate one idea: “I don’t like this!” The challenge for care-givers is that it’s not always 

clear what “this” is. The infant could be communicating that they are hungry and not happy with the 

hunger pangs they are feeling. It might be the wetness they feel in their diaper that they are not happy 

about. “I don’t like this!” It could be the sun shining in their eyes or the temperature of the room or the 

texture of the blanket on them. But they have one method of communicating: crying; and it always says 

the same thing; I don’t like this. 

Fully-grown infants, (adults,) are sometimes slightly better than new-born infants. Sometimes the crying 

is moderately less frequent (though sometimes it is even louder), and often the language skills have 

developed to the point were full-grown humans can be even more articulate. But, one of the most 

common complaints, at any point in someone’s life remains the same: “I don’t like this.” 

As we age, alongside our language skills, we also develop some other skills. One of the most adaptive 

skills we develop is the skill of tolerance. We can learn to tolerate almost anything. On the more tragic 

side of things, children can learn to tolerate abusive situations and partners can learn to tolerate abuse 

from their partners. The unpleasant situations that would have once caused screaming out “I don’t like 

this” no longer have the same reaction. On the less tragic side, people can also get used to mediocrity 

and boredom all in the name of routine. The idea of “the devil you know” is a part of why people 

tolerate otherwise undesirable circumstances. The urge to scream out “I don’t like this” has been 

silenced, either from within or from without—and it no longer demands immediate attention. 

Many of us are creatures of habit. Perhaps I shouldn’t be speaking for anyone other than myself; I am a 

creature of habit. I like my routines—not always because I actually like them, but because they are what 

I’m used to. I know what to expect. When I go away, even if it’s on vacation, I really like coming home 

and getting back into my usual routine. It’s like that infant is still there inside of me and anything that is 

new or out of the ordinary triggers that ingrained response: “I don’t like this.” I don’t know what to 

expect—this is a new experience—“I don’t like this.” 

Institutionally, I think the church is much the same way. This is something that our Roman Catholic 

brothers and sisters have really capitalized on. If you visit a Catholic church just about anywhere in the 

world, chances are you can join in on a service, even if you don’t understand the language, and figure 

out what’s going on. It is familiar. It is comfortable. It’s not so much “I like this” as it is “I know this—this 

does not frighten me.”  

What works for the church doesn’t work in the business world. In business, innovation is the key. A 

business that doesn’t innovate, stagnates. A business is always trying to grow, and that means new 

customers, sometimes at the expense of old customers. A great business would be innovative enough to 

new customers as to be intriguing while remaining true enough to its tradition that its loyal customers 

didn’t feel as though it had moved away from them. Our churches are rarely so bold. Our churches are 



often filled with voices of people who still have a strong impulse to say “I don’t like this,” or, more likely, 

have gotten comfortable with whatever it is that is “normal.”  And when we are deeply connected, we 

know immediately when something is different. “Wait, what is that? That’s different. I don’t like that.” 

And before you think that I am being critical of the church of today, have another look at our scripture 

passages. The church has been resistant to change throughout the ages. And it takes some serious 

interventions by God to move it along. 

At his last supper with his disciples, Jesus did something very different. He intervened and changed the 

ways things were done. Jesus took a towel, wrapped it around his waist, and washed his disciples’ feet. 

Many of us have taken part in that act on Maundy Thursday. Sometimes it is a powerfully moving 

ceremony that teaches effectively the humility of Jesus and the incredible influence of servant 

leadership. But often, this is another one of those “I don’t like this” moments. I’ve had my feet washed. I 

don’t like it. I can wash my own feet, thank you very much. And I’ve washed other people’s feet too. I 

don’t much like that either. But if I simply listened to the small child in my head stamping its feet and 

resisting saying “no! I don’t like this!” then I would never get to be part of one of the most incredible 

ways that Jesus forever changed the way that leadership works (or is supposed to work) in the church. 

My resistance would stagnate the church’s growth. 

Similarly, in the reading from the Acts of the Apostles, Peter speaks about the vision from God that he 

has regarding the gentiles and laws around food (what we would now call “kosher”). Peter shared food 

with gentiles, despite being a law-abiding Jewish man himself. There were many in his camp who saw 

this act and said “I don’t like this!” The spirit of God was not simply limited to Peter, however. The 

gentile whom Peter was going to see also had a message from God regarding Peter’s pending visit. As 

Peter is recounting the story to the suspicious church leaders in Jerusalem he tells them “If then God 

gave them the same gift that he gave us when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I 

could hinder God?” He is perhaps more honest than he intended—who is he that he could hinder God? 

He suggests that withholding God’s salvation from the gentiles is something that he might otherwise 

have intended to do. Peter is acknowledging his own inclination to protest, “I don’t like this!” 

In this story, to their credit, we hear that the church leaders in Jerusalem were initially silenced, then 

they praised God that the repentance that leads to life had come to the gentiles. This is a courageous 

and humble move on their part. How many churches today would be so willing to invite an entirely new 

group of people in their midst? 

But in this story from the Acts of the Apostles, as before, the change to the system is coming from the 

divine. God is making a change. God is showing Peter the way to include even the gentiles in the church. 

God is challenging Peter to look beyond his own assumptions and prejudices—his own comfort—to 

embrace where God is leading him. 

And God’s intervention into our church and into our lives did not end with Peter’s meeting with the 

church in Jerusalem. In our second reading we heard from the apocalypse to John that in his vision, God 

was creating a new heaven and a new earth for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away. 

God’s dwelling would be with mortals. For some this is a future event, not-yet-realized, where in a 

moment, the old earth and heaven will be replaced with the new heaven and the new earth. For others, 

this is a gradual process. It doesn’t happen all at once. Either way, the advent of the new heaven and the 

new earth promises change, discomfort, and an interruption to the routine. Those of us who really crave 



routine might be able to deal with change simply because it promises a new better routine on the other 

side. The thought of a long-term process of change where things never remain the same very long is a 

maddening prospect. Routines will never be established! I don’t like this! When will we get to relax and 

settle into something comfortable? 

But perhaps that is the point we are to learn from all three readings this morning. Left to our own 

devices we might be quite satisfied with the status quo. If there was no external force things might 

never change—as there are those among who would resist even God’s attempts to change things (as 

Peter admitted). 

It will require some adjusting on our part—some discomfort. But we have seen that God is not going to 

simply allow things to remain as they were. God is going to be a part of the change, just as God has been 

a part of the change before and as God continues to influence all that we do as we strive toward a new 

heaven and a new earth. Who are we that we might hinder God? We may not like it—not at first, but if 

it is God’s plan, then whatever results is sure to be worth our momentary discomfort. 


