
Acts 15:12-19 
12 The whole assembly kept silence, and listened to Barnabas and Paul as they 
told of all the signs and wonders that God had done through them among the 
Gentiles.  
13 After they finished speaking, James replied, "My brothers, listen to me.  
14 Simeon has related how God first looked favorably on the Gentiles, to take from 
among them a people for his name.  
15 This agrees with the words of the prophets, as it is written,  
16 "After this I will return, and I will rebuild the dwelling of David, which has fallen; 
from its ruins I will rebuild it, and I will set it up,  
17 so that all other peoples may seek the Lord— even all the Gentiles over whom 
my name has been called. Thus says the Lord, who has been making these things 
18 known from long ago.'  
19 "Therefore, I have reached the decision that we ought not put obstacles in the 
way of the Gentiles who are turning to God.  
 
 

Luke 6:17-21 
17 He came down with them and stood on a level place, with a great crowd of his 
disciples and a great multitude of people from all Judea, Jerusalem, and the coast 
of Tyre and Sidon.  
18 They had come to hear him and to be healed of their diseases; and those who 
were troubled with unclean spirits were cured.  
19 And all in the crowd were trying to touch him, for power came out from him and 
healed all of them.  
20 Then he looked up at his disciples and said: "Blessed are you who are poor, for 
yours is the kingdom of God.  
21 "Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you will be filled. "Blessed are you 
who weep now, for you will laugh. 

 



Sermon:  “A Level Place” 
 

     The Rev. Prof. Peter Gomes, long-time minister at Harvard’s Memorial Church until his death 
a few years back, once preached a sermon on the text from Acts I read a few moments ago.  His 
focal point on that particular Sunday, speaking to a congregation that no doubt included the elite 
of Cambridge and Boston, was James’ closing remark:  “We ought not put obstacles in the way 
of the Gentiles who are turning to God.” 
 

     But in his sermon, Gomes wasn’t as gentle, as genteel as James.  Being a crusty New 
Englander, Gomes instead said to this assembly of the best and the brightest of Harvard Square, 
that they should…“get out of the way.”  That’s the exact title he gave to his sermon: “Get Out of 
the Way.”  Not James’ more indirect and polite formulation that “we should not put obstacles in 
the way of the Gentiles…”  No, Gomes went right to the heart of the matter -- “Get out of the 
way” he said to that Sabbath gathering of deans and tenured professors, powerful politicians, and 
captains of industry.  Imagine what they thought hearing that pulpit message from this rather 
rotund, bespectacled, professor of divinity. 
 

     Clearly, the text from Acts reflects some tension, some dispute, some struggle among the 
faithful.  But what issue was it that James, the brother of Jesus, and Gomes, the preacher of 
Memorial Church, were addressing?  What was at stake that it deserved the attention of the 
worthy citizens of Jerusalem, in the first century, and of the doyens of Cambridge, in the 21st? 
 

     Well, anyone with a passing knowledge of Christianity in the decades immediately following 
Jesus knows that there was initially disagreement, then outright schisms in the early church.  
Disputes between the “founding generations” of the faith – Jewish Christians -- and the stunning 
and growing number of “outsiders” – Gentiles – who wanted entry into this body of believers.  
The latter, of course, were egged on by flaming radicals like the Apostle Paul, and his inner 
circle of evangelists, who fervently advocated for the Gentiles to have essentially condition-free 
conversion, i.e., easy entry into the faith.   
 

     And that’s where the trouble came in.  If we were to read elsewhere in Acts, we would hear 
that roiling the waters of the fledgling church were arguments over circumcision, and food purity 
laws, and sundry other beliefs and practices that one way or another represented qualifications or 
disqualifications, for Christian fellowship.  To which James said, at least in this instance, wisely 
and tactfully, “we ought not put obstacles in the way of the Gentiles who are turning to God.” 
 

     So that was James, and his community; what about Gomes, and his?  Gomes’ message 
centered not so much on behaviors, the stuff that troubled the serenity of the flock in Jerusalem, 
as on attitudes.   Attitudes, Gomes said, are pretty potent barriers to Christian inclusion and 
harmony, as much so as any physical restrictions or rules.  And he was especially critical of 
attitudes that create unrealistic – even un-Christlike -- standards for participating in what he liked 
to call, “the household of faith.”  Notions such as a particular type of conversion experience 



being the only acceptable way to come to Christ; or that one must have a family heritage 
stretching back fifty or a hundred years before one is truly a member of a church; or simply that 
one must master a particular way of worship – and one way only – to be considered “authentic.” 
     

     Then there are the more subtle, but still effectively communicated obstacles that Gomes saw 
plaguing his church – the subtle messages, he said, that here, at Memorial, we dress a certain 
way, we come from a certain social class, we live in certain neighborhoods.  Attitudes that 
obstruct, and discourage.  In short, all the varied ways that Christians from the very beginning 
have been able to convey – sometimes by stiletto and sometimes by sledgehammer – to those 
seeking Christ that “you’re not really one of us.” 
 

     And that’s why I chose to couple that passage from Acts, with the scene from Luke, which I 
suggest to you teaches us all we need to know about coming into the presence of God.   I wanted 
to give us the opportunity, in reading Luke’s account of Jesus’ Sermon on the Plain, to soak in 
the setting, the surroundings, the atmosphere of the scene.  Let me read again those first verses: 
 

“[Jesus] came down with them and stood on a level place, with a great crowd of his disciples and 
a great multitude of people from all Judea, Jerusalem, and the coast of Tyre and Sidon.  
They had come to hear him and to be healed of their diseases; and those who were troubled with 
unclean spirits were cured.  
And all in the crowd were trying to touch him, for power came out from him and healed all of 
them.” 
 

     This, of course, is Luke’s counterpart to Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount.  Both are great 
portraits of Jesus.  Both have versions of the Beatitudes; Matthew’s longer and better known, of 
course.  But it’s the visuals of Luke’s account that capture our attention today.  Jesus came down 
from the mountain – very different from Matthew -- and stood on a level place.  What did 
coming down off the mountainside allow?  A great gathering of people, not only Jesus’ disciples, 
but women and men, probably children, from throughout Judea.  Very likely people – the 
elderly, the physically handicapped – who would not have been able to make a trek up a rugged 
mountainside.  So Jesus came down to them, and stood, on a level place. 
  

     Matthew doesn’t devote nearly the attention to physical detail that Luke does, and I think 
Luke did so with a purpose.  To communicate the physical reality of Jesus, naturally, but 
especially to demonstrate the pains Jesus went through to be in communion with all people, and 
especially those for whom impediments and obstacles were a way of life – those burdened by 
disease or injury, those suffering empty, aching places inside and troubled spirits, those who had 
little, or nothing, and those who were shunned and outcast. 
 

     In this scene, at least four of the five human senses are engaged:  vision, hearing, touch, and I 
would guess even smell. The fifth sense, taste,  we can’t say too much about, but smelling we 
probably can infer from a natural setting like this, on a flat plain in full sunlight with multitudes 



of people milling about.  In pre-deodorant days, I’ve got to think that one’s sense of smell came 
into play as well. 
   

     But of course it was seeing Jesus, listening to him, touching him – that’s what gives this scene 
its power, its impact.  You’ve got to imagine this great mass of humanity, rubbing shoulders, 
some snaking their way through the crowd to come into contact with this rabbi from Nazareth, 
others nodding in agreement as they listened, or staring in wonder at the healing taking place all 
around them, and within them.  What barriers, what impediments, what obstacles do you see 
Jesus erecting to those who would come to God?  What attitudes of exclusion do you hear Jesus 
giving voice to?  Luke doesn’t mention any, just as he doesn’t mention any fences, or security 
personnel, or posted or implied rules for who was welcome and who was not.  The only thing 
Luke shows us is the Lamb of God, standing on a level place. 
 

And then the Lamb spoke: 
“Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God. 
“Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you will be filled. 
“Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh.” 
 

     This is the standard by which this church, and all churches, will be judged.  Do we impede the 
path to Christ, or do we make the way plain?  Do we retreat to a haven on a mountainside, or do 
we greet and meet people where they live?  Do you have some notions of what is a qualification 
or disqualification for participating in the body of Christ?  You may, and I may too.  But we 
better measure them against James’ message in Acts, and Jesus’ example in Luke. 
 

     For we ought not put obstacles in the way of those turning to God.  We should do all we can 
to make this sanctuary and this church “a level place” where Jesus can be seen, and heard, and 
touched.  Perhaps we should even try to cultivate a “sixth sense” in this congregation, a sense 
that Christ is here, and we are his, and we are each other’s.  Amen. 


