
© 2022 Christopher Wilkins. All Rights Reserved.   
1 

 

What God Has Made Clean 

5 Easter C, 5/15/22 

I can’t remember the first time I ate a raw oyster. Then again, there’s a lot I can’t 

remember from that trip to the Crescent City, except that it did give me insight into 

the meaning of at least three Dylan songs and a poem I’d long admired by Robert 

Penn Warren, “Folly on Royal Street before the Raw Face of God.” One cannot 

understand that poem, not really, until one stands where he stood, on that particular 

part of the French Quarter and rocks back on one’s heels as they did and learns, as 

they did, never mind how when or why, how wisdom teaches her lessons, and why 

they come in the early hours in the morning, close to dawn when they hose various 

parts of New Orleans down to the flagstones, even if for you the morn that dawns 

with rose-red fingers really is still part of the night before. I often wonder what 

happened to that pastor we’d met the evening before that dawn of clarification. He 

had come to the Big Easy on his first trip away from Oklahoma, ever, at the tender 

age of 29 and fell, as he was warned he would in that city where les bons temps roulez 

and no-on ever quite seems completely sober or completely dry, into company of a 

dubious nature and unclear intent. The last we saw of him was him heading to Rue 

Bourbon, thin tie akimbo but not yet wholly undone, off with a fella who’d 

introduced himself as “Tommy Carlon at your service, preacher,” in one of those 

bars that does not close, though the only thing the bartender knew about him for 

certain, she later told us, was that his name wasn’t Tommy Carlon. I did not see their 

pictures in the morning paper or on the evening news, though I did run into him at 

the airport, looking as though he’d seen things he would not soon forget and learned 

things about himself he had no idea were true back in safe and stable Chandler, OK, 

so I suppose we can leave it, as Red Warren does, as further evidence of la condition 

humaine, “which was sure God what we were,” were such evidence needed, and go 

back to talking about oysters.  
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They are unclean, you know – in the biblical sense, meaning that whoever wrote 

Deuteronomy or Leviticus or whatnot decided, or was told, that no-one in Israel 

should ever eat of them, be they raw, steamed, padded, fried, par-boiled, oh-so-

lightly grilled, scalded, gently warmed in a chowder or bathed in remoulade on a 

proper po’boy. It does seem a pity, but they did leave the good people of that land 

all the lamb they wanted, so there’s that. Ritually unclean, however, does not mean 

actually unclean, I mean in the Health Department sense. Oysters in that condition, 

as the warning sign in the restaurant I probably ate my first half dozen in probably 

warned me they absolutely could be but the waiters themselves said was unlikely, not 

given what we charge and also since they’d eaten some earlier and were none the 

worse for wear, at least not yet. Eat up, then, me hearties; we will all pay the price 

or none of us will, except you, the customer, who’s already on the hook for a very 

good Chardonnay to go with them, don’t think we forgot, but that leaves still one 

question. What cost is there, or has there ever been, in eating food that is ritually 

unclean? You well may ask, as Peter himself in today’s story from Acts may well have 

asked, once the question was put to him in an actual tableful of such foods being 

presented to him, descending from heaven no less, with a heavenly directive to boot, 

“Get up, Peter: kill and eat.” 

Say what you will about the Good Book: it is no vegan tome. Though most of the 

laws about unclean foods do concern the flesh of bird, beast, or fowl, and the Lord 

at least once uses rotten quail to actually kill some among his own who’ve leaned on 

his last holy and omnipotent nerve one too many times, what descended as that 

heavenly banquet on that heavenly tablecloth was not a pile of lettuce or a passel of 

crudités. That is, for Peter at least, a lesson in how things get better if you just keep 

on living. All Peter ever got when he was alive from Jesus himself, in the way of 

food, was bread, wine, and fish – most of which he still had to kill and eat by himself, 

after hauling it ashore. Yet each time Peter got any of them, there was a price to be 
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paid – not in money, never that, but in devotion, commitment, and a little bit of 

shame. However, by the time Jesus has died, risen, and ascended into heaven to 

sitteth at the right hand of the Father from whence he shall come to judge the quick 

and the dead, Peter’s getting what sounds like a week’s worth of bird-, beast- and 

fowl-flesh delivered right to his actual brain, and all he has to do to get some is to 

reach out and, well, go get some. “Get up Peter: kill and eat,” the Lord says, or his 

angel says, or the man thinks he hears them say, it matters not. And what in particular 

is the meat that’s back on Peter’s menu, boys? “Four-footed animals, beasts of prey, 

reptiles, and birds of the air” – pretty much all of which is, as I said, ritually unclean, 

forbidden, non-kosher, and entirely new to him. Granted, there is no seafood – no 

lobsters or oysters yet, dear fisher from Galilee; even the Lord knows you have to 

take these things step-by-step. But pork belly and rattlesnake, horned owl and Gila 

monster are just fine now, says the Lord. Nothing I have made is, at least ritually, 

unclean – not even the Queen of the Miss’ippi herself, and whomever that young 

pastor from halfway to Tulsa saw, met, or encountered in his night journey in her 

bosom to the bottom of himself or at least to his hitherto-unacted desires, though it 

might have been just the whiskey. A gentleman does not ask. 

It all started – the story in Acts, I mean – with Peter having to explain to “the apostles 

and believers in Judea” why he’d been caught hanging out and even eating with 

whom they considered the wrong crowd – Gentiles, that is, the great Other to the 

people whose story is that God chose them and them alone from among the nations 

to receive the law and then salvation – at least at first, though not for long. They all 

knew that salvation had been promised to all people at least since the writings of 3rd 

Isaiah, which meant that Jesus’s insistence on the point should not have been a 

surprise, but what was a surprise was how thoroughly the gospel of “Love one 

another as I have loved you” made moot much of the ancient law concerning who 

was in the In-group and who was not. Everyone was “in” if they wanted to be – and 
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once they heard about it, a whole lot of people from Jerusalem to Joppa to Antioch 

and beyond wanted to be, thanking God with each waking breath for the miracle of 

salvation and the irresistibility of its grace. Plus, you could eat anything you wanted, 

though be careful with raw or undercooked ingredients, mind the meat sacrificed to 

idols, and make sure your neighbor has enough before you wolf down that pork belly 

and snake-meat. Which was all fine with Peter, who never missed a meal or a chance 

to make a friend, except when the people back in Judea heard about it and said, 

“Wait a minute. Don’t these people have to be circumcised” – the males, that is – 

“before they can become one of us?” 

Now, friends, I’m as ready as the next fellow to take one for the team, but if you are 

trying to stop a new religion, or anything, in its tracks from spreading, I can think of 

no better way to do that than to insist that people undergo painful and unnecessary 

genital mutilations before joining up. Anyone with a lick of sense in Peter’s day, as 

well as ours, knew that; flesh-cutting is for making a few hard-core converts, not 

bringing into the ranks whole hosts of people rejoicing in the power of the Spirit to 

make people free of what hurts them. Insisting on circumcision as the price of 

conversion would’ve meant that only fanatics would’ve gone through with it – and 

the church has had enough trouble with that type as it is, without giving them the 

self-righteous edge that hazing survivors love to hone into a weapon against everyone 

who hasn’t gone through what they did.  

No, Peter was not having it – as, later, Paul would not be having it – and the way 

Peter figured out to get through to them how much was to tell his little dream-story 

about the Hawk-and-Tortoise Tablecloth from Heaven that convinced him, or that 

he said convinced him, that the old-wineskin laws were passé, and that the only thing 

that mattered now was whether you did things in love and showed that, ideally by 

getting baptized, both with water – always ritually clean, if not always health-

department clean – and the Spirit, but at the very least by not getting in the way of 
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whatever that Spirit was doing in somebody else’s life. “The Spirit told me to go 

with them and not to make a distinction between them and us,” Peter explains – the 

“them” being Gentiles – because the Spirit was giving him a message by which they 

all would be saved. Who, he asks, can hinder God? Certainly not you and not I, 

unless we stop our ears to that still, small voice as we do to the roar which lies on the 

other side of silence, a roar that George Eliot was sure would kill us if we let ourselves 

listen to it – for, as that other Eliot echoes her, “Humankind cannot bear very much 

reality.” 

My first raw Gulf oysters stayed down – they must’ve, or I’d remember it – and they 

must’ve been worth the risk and the expense, and that of the Chardonnay. I figure 

that since I still quite enjoy a plate of oysters on the half-shell and a fine, dry white, 

to the continued horror of the mavens of temperance and laws of Deuteronomy but 

of no matter to Christ, in whom there is no north or south, east or west, male or 

female, slave or free, and for whom love is what matters most and, in the end, all that 

really does. Love makes all things clean – as they were in the beginning, and as they 

shall be. Jesus says as much in John’s gospel today, “I give you a new commandment, 

that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one 

another.” If you do that, you’re my disciples and the world will know. If you don’t, 

it doesn’t matter what else you do.  

Which is what I wish I’d said to that young pastor in the Big Easy all those years ago, 

and to “Tommy Carlon, at your service,” the bartender, the waiters, and anyone else. 

Whatever you do in New Orleans or Chandler, on Bourbon Street, or even on Royal 

Street before the raw face of God, do it in love, with love at its center and on all its 

edges, and let God take care of the rest. He said He would, after all – and you can 

always take Him at His word. The rest is commentary. Amen. 

 


