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This morning I want to talk about the first reading from the Book of Acts.   
It feels like the reading comes from out of no where and we need to fill in the back story.  
Much has happened leading up to our reading for the day.  Catching up with the story is 
important for hearing today's scripture. So, a quick update: 
 
We have a man named Cornelius--a spiritual, but not religious Gentile living in the city of 
Caesarea who was of some importance in the Roman military –and he had a vision.  It was a 
clear vision...to send for an apostle of Jesus named Peter. 
 
So, then we have Peter--a devout and faithful Jew and an ardent follower of Jesus the 
Christ--Peter had a vision, too but his was not so clear.  In fact, it was downright bizarre.  
Peter was in Joppa, praying on the roof of his friend's house, and he was hungry.  While the 
food was being prepared, he fell into a trance and saw a sheet being lowered down from the 
heavens, filled with all of the foods that good Jews were not allowed to touch, much less eat.  
There was a voice, "Get up Peter, kill and eat."  There was Peter's response, "By no means 
Lord!  You know I can't eat what is profane and unclean!" There was a counter-response, 
"What God has made, you must not call profane."  
 
It happened twice more; and then, before Peter could make heads or tails out of the vision, 
the sheet was snatched up into heaven and Cornelius' men were knocking at the door to take 
Peter on a trek from Joppa to Caesarea.   
 
The Holy Spirit said "Go!" so Peter went.  Arriving at the Gentile house, he realized that 
Cornelius was having a genuine experience of God, so he started in, preaching, to explain 
some things about this God who was giving Cornelius visions.  Before Peter could finish his 
sermon, the Holy Spirit short-circuited the usual order of things and poured through the room 
and all of a sudden the footprint of the church got a lot bigger.... 
 
And that all brings us to Acts chapter 10: now reading from the 10th chapter of Acts: 
 
Our reading opens with Peter addressing a group of people gathered in Cornelius’ centurion 
home. Suddenly, the Holy Spirit comes upon all them that are gathered, causing them to 
speak in strange languages. The Jewish Christian followers who have accompanied Peter are 
amazed that God has poured out the Spirit onto the Gentiles as well as the Jews. 
Remember, during this period, Hebrew Scripture and tradition were interpreted to mean 
that faithful Jews were to maintain a strict separation from Gentiles in matters of religion, 
marriage and politics.  Although Cornelius was a “god-fearer” (an adherent of Judaism) he 
was still a non-Jew, and a Roman soldier – a symbol of an oppressive power. It was shocking 



to the disciples that God’s love included someone like him.   
 
The story of Cornelius illustrates that there was some tension in the early church between 
those who believed that all converts must come to Christianity through the same door as the 
first Christians (through Judaism - thus circumcision), and those who believed that they could 
enter in their own ways. The presence of the Holy Spirit in today’s reading was an indisputable 
symbol that Jesus’ message and community was open to everyone on an equal basis. Even 
baptism – a symbol of membership – could not be denied to Cornelius and his kin. After all, 
who could forbid baptism after the Holy Spirit had already been with them? It didn’t matter 
that Cornelius was Gentile, Roman or a soldier – he was still welcome as a full member in 
Jesus’ community of justice. 
Often in the church – and often unconsciously – we make judgments about who should be 
included. In all of our readings today we read how God invites us to love and accept all people 
as part of God’s family – no matter what nation they are from, what their religious background 
is, or whether they fit our “profile” of a faithful person. As children of God, we are called to 
love and welcome all our neighbours, just as God loves us. 
 
You will often hear me refer to the parish as a faith family.  That, for me, comes from a 
specific place.  We, the Hounsell-Drover’s, have never lived close to our birth families.  Our 
boys have not had the privilege of growing up being surrounded by grandparents and aunts 
and uncles and cousins.  From a very young age, they adopted parishioners as their family.  
Their grandparents came in the form of people who shared a pew with these two small 
children.  I remember when I was working at First United Church, John was still in parish 
ministry then, we made the decision to split the boys - I’d take William with me and Peter 
would go to church with his dad.  I have this memory of William - who was just 3 years old, 
standing on a pew between this couple who were in their 80's sucking his thumb and twirling 
this woman’s hair.  They became his guardians in Church. This was a child they had 
absolutely no connection to, who had wandered into their pew and stayed. Their pew was big 
enough for one more. Everywhere we have moved we have discovered new reiterations of 
our faith family. 
 
When I first moved to Vancouver Island and I have found the same here in Eastern Ontario, I 
discovered communities populated with expats from all over Canada and the world (more so 
than any other place I’ve lived.)  Within our own faith family we have varied provinces and 
nationalities represented who came here to at St. Mark’s and found there was room for one 
more... 
 
How do we extend that sentiment, the invitation to be included beyond those who are here?  
How do we share the message that God’s Kingdom and this Church community is open to 
being family for those who desperately need family? Students, homeless, those abandoned 
by society, home-bound, the orphans among us?  We are surrounded by orphans and people 



who are hurting: The worker who gets laid off at the age of 55 with no job prospects is an 
orphan; the 80 year old widow with no social life upon becoming a widow is an orphan; the 
teenager ostracised because he is gay is an orphan. We are surrounded by seniors, widows, 
grieving people, children who are all orphaned - people crying out for a faith family. 
 
When the Holy Spirit descended upon Cornelius, what we hear and read is that the Kingdom 
of God always has room for one more. My grandmother Hounsell, when cooking would always 
cook extra and would say “one for the Holy Spirit.” Her way of making sure there was room 
for one more. 

In our Gospel reading there is a great line that reads: “You did not choose me but I 
chose you.”  This is God’s Kingdom.  God’s choice of who is a part of the Kingdom.  We 
need to be very mindful of that reality and find ways to express God’s inclusive love in our 
world today.  Amen. 


