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	 On	August	14,	2003	at	4:09	p.m.	EDT,	the	lights	went	out.		
The	entire	Northeast	Corridor,	including	New	York	and	Boston,	
went	dark	in	the	largest	blackout	in	U.S.	history.		Everything	
dependent	on	electric	power	was	shut	down.		My	brother-in-
law	walked	from	his	office	in	Manhattan	to	his	home	in	
Ossining,	New	York,	35	miles	away.	
	

	 Surprisingly—this	was	less	than	two	years	after	9/11—
no	one	panicked.		There	was	little	looting	or	price	gouging.		
People	shared	cab	rides	and	cell	phones.		A	Manhattan	woman	
said	she	saw	the	Big	Dipper	for	the	first	time	in	her	life.	
	

	 The	reason	for	the	blackout	was	the	collapse	of	the	Lake	
Erie	loop	involving	more	than	100	electric	plants.		It	was	
traced,	in	part,	to	the	failure	to	trim	tree	branches	in	Cleveland	
and	a	telephone	pole	that	brought	down	some	electric	lines.	
	

	 Over	15	years	later,	not	much	has	changed.		Outages,	
especially	in	major	storms,	have	become	a	way	of	life.		Our	
supercharged,	high-tech	world	relies	almost	entirely	on	a	
quaint,	low-tech	19th	century	tool:	the	telephone	pole.		
Designed	to	support	Samuel	Morse’s	telegraph	wires,	they	now	
deliver	telephone,	cable	TV,	Internet	and	electric	power	
service.		Steven	Pearlstein	wrote	in	The	Washington	Post:	“As	a	
result,	it	now	takes	only	a	strong	gust	of	wind	to	bring	the	
capital	of	the	free	world	to	a	virtual	standstill.”	
	

	 The	solution?		Bury	the	lines	underground.		Utilities	say	
this	is	prohibitively	expensive,	hence	the	incessant	tree-
trimming	in	Connecticut	and	elsewhere	that	highlights	years	of	
deferred	maintenance.		But	expensive?		It’s	expensive	no	
matter	what.		Just	ask	people	who	had	burst	pipes	and	freezers	



full	of	food	go	bad	in	the	latest	storm.		Where	is	our	vision	for	
the	great	public	works	projects	that	have	been	part	of	our	
history?		20	years	ago	the	third	water	tunnel	to	New	York	City	
was	activated	after	nearly	30	years	of	construction.		The	
Governor	Mario	Cuomo	Bridge	recently	replaced	the	Tappan	
Zee	Bridge,	and	the	renovated	Pearl	Harbor	Memorial	Bridge	
whisks	travelers	across	New	Haven	Harbor.		I	am	a	layman	in	
this	area	but,	historically,	public	and	private	partnerships	can	
accomplish	much.		What	it	takes	is	openness	to	change.	
	

	 And	that’s	just	what	it	took	in	the	Church	over	2,000	
years	ago	as	the	followers	of	Jesus	were	poised	to	follow	his	
mandate	to	“make	disciples	of	all	nations.”		The	problem	was	
that	some	Jews—led	by	Peter—were	wedded	to	past	religious	
practice.		They	thought	only	Jews	could	follow	Jesus	as	
Messiah.		To	become	a	Christian	one	had	to	first	become	a	Jew,	
observing	kosher	laws	and,	for	men,	circumcision.	
	

	 That’s	the	context	for	today’s	story	from	Acts.		Peter	
astounds	his	listeners	with	a	complete	reversal.		The	reversal	is	
recorded	in	Acts	10,	and	now	he	is	explaining	his	conversion	to	
the	Church	in	Jerusalem.		Peter	thought	fidelity	to	God	meant	
excluding.		God’s	vision	said	otherwise:	“What	God	has	made	
clean,	you	must	not	call	profane.”		While	Peter	is	trying	to	figure	
this	out,	men	sent	by	Cornelius	ask	him	to	come	to	Cornelius’	
home	in	Caesarea.		Cornelius	is	a	“God-fearer”	(Acts	10:2),	
sympathetic	to	Judaism	but	otherwise	a	Gentile	(a	non-Jew)	
and	a	Roman	army	officer:	in	other	words,	pretty	far	from	
being	someone	devout	Jews	should	hang	out	with.		But	Peter,	
influenced	by	his	vision,	goes	to	Cornelius’	home.		After	getting	
to	know	Cornelius,	hearing	testimonies	from	others	about	him	
and	being	invited	to	speak	a	word	of	the	Lord	to	the	many	who	
had	gathered	in	Cornelius’	home,	Peter	“gets	it.”		He	declares:	
	



	 I	truly	understand	that	God	shows	no	partiality,	but	in	
every	nation	anyone	who	fears	him	and	does	what	is	right	is	
acceptable	to	him.	(Acts	10:34-35)	
	

	 Peter	understands!		All	are	welcome!		All	means	“all!”		
“Ah-ha!”	he	testifies	to	the	Jerusalem	Church.		And	in	that	
report,	he	goes	a	step	further.		He	pulls	down	the	poles	of	
religious	legalisms,	legalisms	that	gave	a	narrow	interpretation	
of	the	boundless	grace	of	God.		He	praises	the	action	of	the	Holy	
Spirit	for	both	Jew	and	Gentile	saying	“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?”		Who,	indeed?	
	

	 Including	Gentiles	in	the	church—which	likely	includes	
everyone	in	this	sanctuary—was	a	huge	challenge	for	the	first-
century	church.		It	was	finally	resolved	in	Acts	15.		Gentiles	did	
not	need	to	become	Jews	to	be	followers	of	Christ	and	receive	
the	Holy	Spirit.			Then,	it	was	revolutionary.			Today,	we	take	
this	for	granted.		Who	are	we	to	hinder	God?	
	

	 Yet	we	do.		The	recent	actions	of	the	General	Conference	
of	our	Church	make	it	clear	that	lesbian,	gay,	bi-sexual,	
transgender	and	questioning	people	are	not	welcome,	at	least	
not	to	be	married	or	ordained.		How	curious.		We	do	not	deny	
LGBTQ	people	Holy	Communion	or	baptism	that,	by	any	
measures,	are	far	more	important.		Yes,	we	hinder	God.	
	

	 On	this	Heritage	Sunday	our	past	is	a	painful	reminder	
that	we	hinder	God.			Our	exclusionary	rules	discriminating	
against	LGBTQ	people	extend	the	history	of	Methodism	in	
America.		This	history	of	exclusion	is	found	most	notably	
around	racial	differences.			Methodism	divided	four	times	in	
the	19th	century	over	race.		More	accurately,	people	who	look	
like	me	excluded,	belittled,	and	discriminated	against	people	
who	look	like	Carol.		(For	the	reader,	Carol	is	my	wife,	and	
Black.)	
	



“But	pastor,”	someone	may	say,	“look	at	us.		We	are	a		
racially	diverse	church.”		Indeed,	we	are!		Thanks	be	to	God!		
Our	diversity	marks	us	among	2%	of	American	congregations.		
We	are	blessed	with	a	special	gift,	one	that	we	must	share.	
	

For	this	very	reason	we	need	to	understand	that	racism	is	
part	of	our	life’s	fabric.		When	I	hear	people	say,	“Do	you	think	
it’s	about	race?”	I	respond,	“This	is	America.		It	is	always	about	
race.”		Our	founding	documents	protected	slavery	and	counted	
slaves	as	only	3/5	of	a	person	to	determine	political	
representation.		People	who	look	like	me	have	privilege,	
advantages,	conferred	on	us	simply	because	we	are	white.		

	

This	privilege	is	not	conscious	for	most	of	us	who	are	
white.			We	don’t	think	about	it	until	it	surprises	us.		I	was	less	
than	two	months	into	my	last	church	assignment	when	Carol	
and	I	were	invited	to	a	garden	party	at	the	home	of	
parishioners.		Excepting	Carol,	all	the	guests	were	white.		One	
couple	arrived	late,	and	so	they	sat	outside	the	circle	of	guests	
that	had	already	formed.		Seeing	them,	the	male	host	addressed	
the	husband	and	said,	“John,	come	up	here	and	sit	with	the	white	
folks.”		To	his	credit	John	said,	“That’s	not	cool.”			The	host	
immediately	became	sensible	of	the	impropriety,	apologizing	
to	both	Carol	and	me.		Throughout	our	time	there	he	was	one	
of	our	most	supportive	and	caring	parishioners.		But	the	story	
was	a	reminder	of	how	deep	our	white	privilege	can	be.	
	

Racism	is	not	prejudice.		Prejudice—that	is,	to	be	“pre-
judged”—is	an	equal	opportunity	employer.		Every	one	can	
practice	prejudice,	and	everyone	can	be	victimized	by	
prejudice.		Prejudice	is	a	common	bond	that	unites	us—for	
good	and	for	ill—	across	all	sorts	of	differences.	

	

Racism,	on	the	other	hand,	is	prejudice	plus	power	plus	
privilege.		Racism	is	systemic.		We	who	are	white	must	
understand	this	if	we	are	to	truly	address	the	disease	of	racism.		



	 To	help	illustrate	this	point,	let	me	quote	my	colleague	
Joanne	Utley	in	her	sermon	“Three	Simple	Rules:	Do	No	Harm.”		
Joanne	quotes	Peggy	McIntosh	(1)	by	writing	“Here	are	a	couple	
of	things	I	can	be	pretty	sure	of	because	I	am	a	white	woman:	
	

1. If	I	need	legal	or	medical	help,	my	race	won’t	be	an	issue.	
2. I	can	rent	an	apartment	or	buy	a	home	in	any	
neighborhood	I	can	afford.	

3. When	I	get	pulled	over	by	the	police	it’s	because	I’ve	
broken	the	law.	

4. I	can	wear	a	hoodie	anywhere	I	might	want	to	go.	
5. I	can	shop	in	any	store	without	being	followed	by	an	
employee.	

6. I	can	speak	my	native	language	without	being	criticized.	
	

Here’s	what	I’d	add	to	that	list.		No	one	has	ever	
questioned	me	“Are	you	the	pastor?”	when	I	say	“Hi,	I’m	Pastor	
Brian	Bodt.”		Conversely,	Carol	has	had	so	many	experiences	of	
being	questioned	when	she	introduces	herself	as	a	physical	
therapist—her	position,	her	academic	and	professional	
credentials—that	she	has	taken	to	wearing	a	name	tag	that	
says	“Carol	Galloway	–	Physical	Therapist.”			

	

Some	folks	will	say,	“All	right,	pastor,	I	agree	that	racism	is	
systemic	but	I	didn’t	do	anything	to	create	that	system.”		Two	
replies:	the	first	is	that	we	say	this	from	our	need	to	deflect	an	
uncomfortable	conversation.		Because	we	associate	racism	
with	being	“bad,”	we	push	away	the	possibility	that	we	are	
infected	with	racism	because	we	say,	“I’m	not	bad”	or	do	not	
wish	to	see	ourselves	as	bad.		Second,	we	may	not	have	created	
the	system	but	white	folk,	especially,	benefit	from	it.	

		
None	of	this	is	to	suggest	that	white	people	have	not	faced	

challenges,	or	have	not	experienced	prejudice,	or	have	not	
worked	hard	for	what	they	want	in	life.		I	have	experienced	all		

(1)	White	Privilege:	Unpacking	the	Invisible	Knapsack	by	Peggy	McIntosh	



	
of	these	things.		But	it	is	to	say,	directly,	that	in	the	footrace	we		
call	“life,”	most	white	people	have	a	head	start.		One	measure		
of	that	head	start	is	economic.		A	dozen	years	ago,	I	preached	at	
a	predominantly	Black	church.		One	of	the	things	I	shared	was	
that,	at	that	time,	the	average	white	person	in	America	was	
eight	times	wealthier	than	the	average	person	of	color,	mostly	
due	to	inherited	wealth.		This	year	I	was	extended	a	similar	
invitation	and	I	checked	that	fact.		Today	the	average	white	
person	is	ten	times	wealthier.		The	gap	is	widening.	

	

So	what	do	I	want	you	to	do?		Frankly,	I	don’t	think	that’s	
the	right	question.		It	is	“What	does	God	want	us	to	do?”		If	
Peter’s	experience	in	Acts	10,	11	and	12,	and	Paul’s	experience	
in	Acts	13	and	14	culminating	in	Acts	15	is	what	God	wants—
and	it	is!—then	what	God	wants	us	to	do	is	to	continue	to	be	a	
fully	open,	fully	welcoming,	fully	engaging	community,	
celebrating	the	rich	tapestry	of	colors	and	cultures	with	which	
we	have	been	blessed.		(As	an	aside,	I’ve	mentioned	wanting	to	
know	of	those	who	speak	a	language	other	than	English	for	my	
Pentecost	sermon,	so	if	you’re	one,	please	speak	with	me.)	

	

			If	you’re	white,	God	wants—and	I	know	I	want—that	we	
not	get	defensive	when	talking	about	racism.		An	
understanding	supported	by	research	and	by	the	testimonies	
of	my	colleagues	of	color	is	that	open	conversation	ends	when	
white	people	get	defensive.	

	

If	you	are	a	person	of	color,	God	says,	“Do	not	be	weary	in	
well-doing.”	(Galatians	6:9)		That	is,	please	continue	to	walk	with	
and	educate	those	of	us	who	are	not	people	of	color.		Years	ago	
an	African-American	colleague	said	to	a	group	of	clergy,	“I’m	
tired	of	educating	white	people	about	race.”		I	respected—and	
still	respect—this	colleague	and	I	grieved	for	his	weariness,	but	
we	who	are	white	need	to	hear	and	know	the	stories	and	
struggles	of	people	of	color.		Help	us	help	you,	to	help	us.	



	

For	all	of	us,	I	believe	it	is	important	to	understand	our	
context.		God	spoke	to	Peter	in	a	particular	context.		We	live	in	
the	context	of	21st	century	America,	but	it	is	influenced	by	over	
400	years	of	history.		We	don’t	always	know	our	history	and	its	
impact.		For	example,	up	until	just	over	50	years	ago,	
interracial	marriage	was	illegal	in	many	parts	of	the	United	
States,	especially	in	the	Old	Confederacy.		I	shared	this	fact	in	a	
seminar	and	a	white	female	colleague	said	simply	“I	never	knew	
that.”		There	is	much	that	we	may	not	know	about	one	another	
unless	we	take	time	to	ask.		So	ask.	

	

Similarly,	homophobic	attitudes	and	actions	have	a	long	
history.		I	have	a	Black	colleague	who	compares	the	40	years	of	
official	homophobic	discrimination	in	the	United	Methodist	
Church	to	400	years	of	racism	in	America.		This	is	a	false	
dichotomy.		Homophobia	has	existed	for	centuries,	which	is	
why	gay	folk	have	been	in	the	closet.		Granted,	it	may	be	easier	
to	“hide”	when	you’re	gay	than	when	you’re	a	person	of	color,	
but	I	don’t	think	it	benefits	anyone	to	pit	one	oppressed	group	
against	another.		I	would	go	so	far	as	to	say	that	recent	shifts	in	
our	church	and	society	are	making	it	again	socially	acceptable	
to	be	racist	and	homophobic.		But	these	will	never	be	
acceptable	to	God.		Never.		So	we	need	to	ask	one	another	
about	one	another.	

	

And	we	need	to	act.		When	we	joined	the	church	we	said,	
“Yes”	to	the	question	“Do	you	accept	the	freedom	and	power	God	
gives	you	to	resist	evil,	injustice	and	oppression	in	whatever	
forms	they	present	themselves?”		The	movie	“42”	came	out	
about	five	years	ago.		It	is	the	story	of	Jackie	Robinson	and	the	
integration	of	Major	League	Baseball	in	1947.		As	a	side	note,	
both	Jackie	Robinson	and	Branch	Rickey,	the	general	manager	
of	the	Brooklyn	Dodgers,	were	Methodists.		At	a	pivotal	point	in	
the	movie,	the	trainer	is	stitching	Jackie	Robinson	up	after	
being	spiked	by	Enos	Slaughter	of	the	St.	Louis	Cardinals.		



Jackie	Robinson	asks	Branch	Rickey	why	he	is	doing	this,	
integrating	baseball.		Rickey	gives	a	broad	answer:	the	Allies	
fought	and	defeated	fascism;	it’s	time	to	defeat	racism	here.		
“No,”	Robinson	says,	“Why	are	YOU	doing	it?”		Rickey	pauses;	
and	then	tells	a	story	about	his	days	at	Ohio	Wesleyan	with	
Charles	Thomas,	a	black	player	who	experienced	
discrimination.		Rickey	concluded,	“I	told	myself	I	did	all	I	could,	
but	I	didn’t.		I	could	have	done	more.”	

	

We	can	always	do	more.		Most	of	us,	if	not	every	one	here,	
know	what	it	is	to	be	excluded.		Once	you	are,	you	never	forget.		
If	you	are	from	the	wrong	side	of	town,	the	wrong	side	of	the	
tracks,	the	wrong	side	of	the	athletic	field,	the	wrong	side	of	the	
religious	field,	the	wrong	gender,	the	wrong	color	and	you	are	
excluded,	you	NEVER	forget.	

	

So	let	us	use	that	passion	to	remember	the	love	of	Christ.		
“A	new	commandment	I	give	you,	Jesus	reminds	us	in	today’s	
Gospel,	“that	you	love	one	another.		Just	as	I	have	loved	you,	you	
also	should	love	one	another.		By	this	everyone	will	know	that	
you	are	my	disciples,	if	you	have	love	for	one	another.”	(John	13:34-
35).		Our	passion	must	be	a	passion	for	this	love.		It	must	be	a	
passion	for	the	heart	and	soul	of	the	Methodism,	to	go	on	to	
perfection,	perfection	in	love.		Is	it	easy?		No.		If	it	were,	
everyone	would	do	it.		But	we	who	bear	the	name	Christian—
originally	a	term	of	derision—and	who	bear	the	name	
Methodist—originally	a	term	of	derision—ought	to	be	willing	
to	bear	other	names,	like	gay	lover	and	n-lover	and	bleeding	
heart	and	dreamer	among	them.		Let	us	pull	down	the	poles	of	
antiquated	thinking	and	being,	opening	to	the	Gospel	of	
inclusion	and	welcome.		For	who	are	we	to	hinder	God?	
	
	


