
“The dream of undistinguishing regard” 
 

The comedian, Ronnie Corbett, died in Easter week.  Reports of his death were often accompanied 
with a reference to a sketch from a TV show in the late 60s.  A tall upper-class man in a bowler hat 
stands alongside a middle-class man of medium height in an overcoat and trilby who, in turn, stands 
alongside Ronnie, a diminutive working-class man wearing a flat cap. The first, played by John 
Cleese, says he looks down on the others and the second, played by Ronnie Barker, says he looks up to 
the first but looks down on the third. Ronnie Corbett looks up to both of them.  And so it goes.  
 
In the forty-five years that have passed since that satirical sketch was first broadcast, social mobility 
has freed up a little so the class system is not as rigid, but the divide, I suggest, is as acute as ever.     
 
It is one issue facing whoever wins the election to serve as London Mayor – the yawning gap between 
rich and poor in our city.  We might look, as BBC London news did last week, at the Isle of Dogs and 
note that some of the wealthiest people in London live and work within 200 yards of streets housing 
some of the most disadvantaged families in the city.  But it’s no longer a matter of one set looking up 
to another and the other looking down on them. There has been a significant change: each side looks 
down on the other.  The poor suspect the rich of nefarious intent and the rich suspect the poor.  Our 
borough is little different. The issue facing the new London mayor is not so much the disparity of 
income as the fracturing of society that both precedes and follows it. Respect between groupings 
within our society is diminishing.   
 
Once, long ago, a dream had the potential of changing all that. Peter was on a rooftop praying when 
he fell into a trance.  He saw, coming out of heaven, something he found repulsive – a sheet full of 
every kind of beast, not just the cuddly ones, but creepy crawlies, reptiles and vermin. I am calling 
this a dream of undistinguishing regard, for Peter is told to kill them all and eat. No holds barred.  
Anything goes. But Peter refuses.  He is a Jew and he has been brought up to believe that these beasts 
are impure, profane and defiled.       
 
Peter has no idea what to make of this weird dream, until he is invited into the home of Cornelius, a 
centurion of the Italian Cohort.  Then he gets its point and he tells his host, “You know that it is 
unlawful for a Jew to have dealings with foreigners or enter their houses, but God has shown me not 
to call any person impure or unclean.” At that moment, the small thing of a puzzling dream turned 
into a world-transforming event.  This was the moment when the foremost of the first Christians, the 
first pope, realised the gospel was for everyone.   
 
But let’s not let that dream stay on the pages of the Bible.  Let it live. And see that it’s as much about 
our attitudes as it is about Peter and Cornelius. I, like the American theologian James Alison, find it 
interesting that Peter doesn’t say, “God has shown me that there is no such thing as that which is 
profane or impure,” but rather not to call any person impure or profane.  It’s to do with the power of 
words.  When we call somebody something, we are helping to make that person actually be what we 
call them: Give a dog a bad name and that name sticks.       
 
We see any differences but God doesn’t.  God has an undistinguishing regard for all and sundry. This 
truth was rediscovered and popularised by the Wesley brothers. How much more strongly could 
Charles have expressed it than in the hymn we have just sung? Immense, unfathomed and 
unconfined mercy, sufficient, sovereign, saving grace prepared for all, including those who will not 
come to him!  No one is excluded: the sheet lowered from heaven carries beasts of all kinds.  We 
cannot measure the breadth of God’s love.    
 



But we demonstrate it in microcosm at Holy Communion.  This meal dreams of a quite different 
future.  It models a quite different society.  On the one hand, the Eucharist is a protest against the 
unequal structures in society;  it protests against injustice and inhumanity; it argues against privilege 
and exclusion.  It proclaims that here all are welcome. 
 
Declaring that the Eucharist is the great leveller of all humankind, the poet-priest George Herbert 
said that kneeling ne’er spoiled silk stocking.  Gnarled, careworn hands and carefully manicured 
hands reach out for bread from this table, without distinction. For here all are equal, all equally 
valued in God’s sight and each proud division ends.  This morning we receive communion in the pews 
which is a way of emphasizing that this is a shared meal, something we do in community. That 
becomes a foretaste of the heavenly banquet prepared for all people.   
 
But I suspect we have to thirst for it, for our reading from Revelation (21: 1-6) ended with God’s 
promise, “To the thirsty I will give water as a gift from the spring of the water of life.”  Gushing from 
that eternal spring there is enough for all, enough for each, enough for evermore.  
 
Sharing in Communion, modelling the new heaven and earth, is not the end of the matter.  We who 
are about to be fed at the Lord’s table must rise from it and share our God-given abundance with 
others.  We who know ourselves loved by an overwhelming, unending and undistinguishing love must 
also love without distinction until all come to know the abundance of life promised by Christ, both 
now in a better society and hereafter in fellowship with God.   
 
In the week Ronnie Corbett’s funeral took place, the man whose voice we hear all around London 
warning us to mind the gap also died.  We should mind the gaps in our society till they are no more.     
 

 
      
 


