LENT STUDY 2017 – CONSCERATED TO THE LORD

III. DISCERNING THE HOLY
Key Scripture passages:
Genesis 1:1 – 2:3
Acts 10:1 – 11:18

Thoughts on the Theme
I was recently at a meeting of the Anglican-Roman Catholic Commission Aotearoa New Zealand. I
serve on this as the representative of the Anglican House of Bishops. The Commission exists as a
local expression of the international commission between our two churches. Archbishop David
Moxon is the Anglican Chair of the body.
The main focus of our work together at this meeting was to study the 2015 encyclical letter by Pope
Francis called Laudato Si, on ecology and climate. The letter takes its name from the Latin title of the
Canticle of the Sun, by St Francis of Assisi. The spirituality of St Francis which is present in the
encyclical appeals to me as it would to many Anglicans and Catholics, because Franciscan religious
life is very much part of both of our churches. So the use of the Canticle of the Sun is a beautiful
means of appealing to us. And, as Pope Francis notes, it also appeals to many non-Christians who
have an affection for the figure of St Francis (romanticised by them as that may be).
This encyclical has been generally well received by Christians. For Anglicans, it sits in continuity with
a Christian concern for the whole of Creation and with the Anglican Church’s Five Marks of Mission.
These are both international (agreed and promoted by the Anglican Consultative Council) and are
embedded in our Aotearoa New Zealand Polynesia Anglican Constitution.
The approach which Francis offers is quite challenging. As I read it he tells us that we, as human
beings, are not the source of meaning or value. Now, I think that is a message which can be hard
enough for people of Christian faith to truly accept, let alone those beyond us. So there is perhaps a
call for the deepening of the virtue of humility in us. How can we remove ourselves from being at
the centre of things, to live in a relational way with the earth our Mother and with other people, our
brothers and sisters?
This is especially so when it involves those who may not be seen to make any effective contribution
to economic well-being and thus are regarded as disposable, as is the planet itself which is deemed
as existing to serve us. It is this evil which Pope Francis challenges. The Genesis commission to have
dominion over the things of creation has too long been misunderstood as subjugation rather than
stewardship.
It is interesting that so much focus has been given by media commentators on the climate change
issues which are only one part of the encyclical and a small part of it at that (around 10%). Of course
the scientific evidence continues to be challenged by some, but I don’t see the Pope pretending to
be a scientist in this nor claiming any infallibility about his statements. There are changes happening
in relation to temperatures and ocean levels, and whatever the science, human beings do well to act

to minimise their impact on the environment which may be adding to this. Pope Francis is pointing
us to a sense of solidarity as being inhabitants together; and that means environmental justice,
economic justice, and the justice of the law, all go hand in hand.
The Pope’s vision of the renewal of human relationships, and their restoration both with other
human creatures and with the planet, offers a fresh emphasis on the interdependence of these
ideals and of the interdependence of the strands of justice.

Scripture Study Notes
Genesis 1:1 – 2:3
The opening chapters of Genesis offer a kind of pre-history, describing God’s work in Creation. They
describe the beginning of things and seek to answer the question about why things are as they are.
The central concern is about the relationship between Creator and creature, especially the human
race.
The chapters affirm the belief that God is the Creator of all, and as such remains sovereign over what
has been created. There is also a clear declaration that this sovereignty has to some extent been
subordinated to human beings. Authority is granted, but it comes with the responsibility to care for
the gifts of Creation. Human beings are both over, and together with, the rest of Creation.
In contrast with similar creation stories from the ancient world, Genesis presents a theological view
of Creation, rather than a scientific one. It tells us that the meaning of Creation is found in the
purposes of God the Creator, and that the world is greatly valued by God, who declares it to be
“good.” It must also therefore be valued by human beings to whom its care has been granted.
God, the Creator, continues to be involved with what is created. God looks to Creation for
faithfulness from its creatures in response to divine will and purpose. Human beings have been given
freedom to respond to God’s purposes, and so there is an immediate tension between faithfulness
to divine will, and human self-determination.
In all that follows from the moment of Creation, in both human faithfulness and in human selfassertion, it is clear that Creator and Creation are bound together, and that God will not abandon
Creation or its creatures.

Acts 10:1 – 11:18
Acts is the second part of Luke’s proclamation of the ministry of Jesus. In the gospel that ministry is
worked out through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. In Acts it becomes a work of the Spirit,
exhibited through the lives of disciples.
The early church has the task of making known the good news, and of interpreting it within each
new context of its proclamation. Luke has shown in the gospel that the new covenant is for all the
nations, Jews and Gentiles. From the moment of Pentecost, those barriers have begun to be crossed

by the apostles. A point is now reached in these chapters for that barrier to be crossed in a most
determining way.
The Roman centurion Cornelius is a Gentile, that is a non-Jew. Nevertheless the passage tells us that
he believed in the God of Israel, but had not formally converted to Judaism. Cornelius and Peter are
drawn together by respective visions. For Cornelius it is a vision to summon Peter. But for Peter to
be able to respond to such a summons, there were significant obstacles to be overcome. As a Jew he
should not even enter the house of a Gentile, as it would render him unclean.
Hence the vision that Peter receives challenges his perceptions about what is clean and unclean. The
sheet lowered from heaven contained all manner of animals, some of which were forbidden for Jews
to eat. Peter naturally protests against the instruction to eat. The three-fold nature of the action is a
reinforcement of what he is being shown. There is a double meaning to the vision. It is a challenge to
Peter’s inherited food laws, but it is also a metaphor for human beings. Hence Peter later not only
eats with the Gentile household of Cornelius, but also proclaims that God has taught him to call no
human being profane or unclean (vs 28).
The vindication of Peter’s decisions comes through the action of the Spirit in the lives of Cornelius
and those with him. Peter is in the middle of his sermon about Jesus when there is this Pentecost
moment. That it is a divine act of grace is clear. The proclamation is unfinished; there has been no
response from the hearers; they have not been baptised; Peter has not prayed that they should
receive the Spirit.
Peter must then account to the wider church and its leaders for his actions. His defence is based on
the experience of what he has been part of, and his realisation through it that he cannot hinder the
work of God in spite of his own inherited tradition of faith. This revelation of God’s work is received
with great joy, though the letters of Paul show us that it is was by no means the end of the matter.
Questions for Discussion


‘Let them have dominion….’ (Gen 1:26). The understanding of ‘dominion’ has varied from
an unlimited authority to exploit and abuse the natural world in the name of ‘progress’ to an
understanding that we are consecrated by God as stewards of that which God sees as ‘good’.
To what degree do you discern the natural world as holy, and how does that affect the way
you live?



In the light of the 5th Mark of Mission of the Anglican Communion (To strive to safeguard
the integrity of creation, and sustain and renew the life of the earth) and of Pope Francis’
2015 Encyclical Laudato Si: On Care of our Common Home, what more should we be doing
as churches and individuals?



Peter’s vision of the ‘unclean’ animals led to profound changes both for him and for the
Church, as a hitherto uncrossable boundary line was stepped over in the cause of a greater
Gospel truth. What other such lines have been crossed through Christian history as the Holy
Spirit has continued to lead us into ‘all truth’?



Consider the changes in NZ society over the past 25 years – e.g. cultural and religious
diversity due to immigration; wider legal definition of marriage; debates on legalising
euthanasia and marijuana etc. If you were to receive from God a Peter-style vision today,
what might be on the sheet lowered from heaven?

