
  
My Sermon from last Sunday May 6, 2018 ‘6th Sunday of Easter’  ~  “Breaking And Building” 

 
Through the written word, and through the spoken word, 

may we know your Living Word:  Jesus Christ our Saviour.  Amen. 
 

Do you believe that God still speaks to people today?  To enlighten us, to give us wisdom, to tell us 
what to do?  Do you believe that when slavery was eliminated by Christians that this was the voice of 
God?  Do you believe that it was the will of God to have women serve as not just readers and 
Eucharistic assistants but also Pastors, and Priests?  What about our open communion table for all 
baptized Christians?  What about same-sex marriage? 
 
That is the ongoing challenge of our Christian faith.  We do not have an absolute blueprint in our 
scriptures that tells us how to handle all situations.  Long before the gospels were even written, the 
apostle Peter was faced with a situation in ministry for which there was no instruction book ~ no 
words from Jesus that he could immediately use to resolve his dilemma. 
   
Here’s what happened:  A Roman centurion (soldier) was named Cornelius.  He lived on the coast in 
northern Israel in a seaside town called Caesarea.  This man was generous with his money and he 
believed in God and he prayed.  He had a vision of an angel of God telling him to send men to a town 
outside of Jerusalem called Joppa and bring back Peter the apostle.  Cornelius decided to do this.  In 
the meantime, Peter was praying outside on the roof and he had a vision of a voice from heaven 
telling him that all food is clean.  Peter saw a large sheet coming down from heaven and filled with 
all kinds of animals and birds.  Jewish people were not allowed to eat with non-Jewish people 
(‘Gentiles’) as certain foods, such as pork and shellfish, were considered profane and unclean. 
   
When the men sent by Cornelius arrived, Peter invited them into the home and gave them food and 
lodging.  The next day they headed back to Caesarea, along with Peter and some of his colleagues.  
Peter went to the home of Cornelius where Cornelius had invited his relatives and close friends to 
listen to Peter.  When Cornelius met Peter, Cornelius fell down and worshipped him and Peter 
corrected him immediately, “Stand up.  I am only a mortal.” (Acts 10:26) 
 
Peter preached the good news of salvation and exclaimed how Jesus preached and healed and then 
was put to death on a tree bur God raised him on the 3rd day and he appeared to people chosen by 
God to be witnesses.   
 
While Peter was preaching, the Holy Spirit fell upon all who were there.  The Jewish men (the 
circumcised) who had come with Peter to Caesarea were “astounded that the gift of the Holy Spirit 
had been poured even on the Gentiles.”  (Acts 10:45) 
 
In the days of the early church, it was believed that Jesus had come to bring salvation to Jewish 
people and not to Gentiles.  But here in the home of a Roman soldier, the Holy Spirit fell upon all.   
Peter was having his views challenged by what had happened to the family and friends of Cornelius, 
and Peter didn’t know what to do next.  Peter said, “Can anyone withhold the water for baptizing 
these people who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?” (Acts 10:47).  This question 
reminds us of the Ethiopian eunuch who asks this question of Philip; “What is to prevent me from 
being baptized?” (Acts 8:37). 
 
Peter decided quickly.  He broke the rule and the general understanding of the early church that believers 
had to convert to Judaism on their path to becoming a Christian.  What courage.  What a maverick.  
Remember how the Jewish people were taken over by the Romans and had to pay taxes to Rome. 
 
Peter ordered all of them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ and then he remained in their 



home for several days.  During this time, Peter ate what the Jewish people would have called 
profane or unclean food, impure food, food not appropriate according to the law of Moses for 
Jewish people to eat. 
 
When Peter returned to Jerusalem, he was criticized by the Jewish Christians for eating with 
uncircumcised men (‘non-Jewish’ men).  Peter told them about his dream.  He wasn’t criticized for 
baptizing the Gentiles, but for eating with them.  Peter told them that these Romans received a 
special gift from God, the gift of the Holy Spirit, and he could not hinder God’s plan by refusing to 
baptize them. 
 
Then the Jerusalem church leaders praised God and said that this gift from God “leads to life.”  
(Acts 11:18). 
 
We see the hand of God in every part of this conversion story.  It is God who gives both Cornelius and 
Peter visions to tell them to meet each other.  It is God who blesses Peter with the ability to make a 
passionate speech about the power of Christ.  It is God who sends the Holy Spirit on all.  It is God who 
encourages Peter to baptize all.  It is God who transforms the Roman and his family and friends who 
receive God’s grace.  It is God who transforms Peter’s view of the gentiles.  It is God who breaks down 
barriers between people.  It is God’s spirit that smashes barriers and leads us into new bonds of 
friendship and understanding.  It is God that builds us up. 
 
We must continue to practice Christian inclusivity and not exclusivity.  God breaks down barriers 
and build up bridges.  God does not play favourites.  In the words of our Bishop Anne, “Jesus has a 
plan for his church.”  The Holy Spirit is at work in the church and in the hearts and minds of all 
believers.  The Spirit of God continues to astound us and to inspire us.  The Holy Spirit falls on the 
very people who we sometimes think are living against the will of God.  All people are blessed and 
sanctified through the grace of Jesus the Christ. 
 
We must be careful about what we call profane or unclean.  
 
Theologian, author and preacher Barbara Brown Taylor said that “We trust the Holy Spirit.  We do not 
understand it.”  The Spirit surprises us, astounds us, breaks down barriers, and builds up bridges.  
“We don’t keep the Spirit of life in the back room because she is shy but because she is dangerous,” 
said Barbara Brown Taylor. 
 
The Spirit of God is unpredictable.  The Spirit of God transforms us.  The Spirit of God enables us to 
see situations in an entirely new light whether it is breaking down barriers and building bridges 
between indigenous and non-indigenous people, or supporting women as Bishops in the churches, or 
letting all other Christians receive communion in our Anglican churches, or acknowledging that we 
must be compassionate to all people. 
 
When we listen to the Holy Spirit, we may be going against the prevailing viewpoint and we may get 
criticized but that did not stop Peter and it should not stop us. 
 

“Can anyone withhold the water for baptizing these people who have received the Holy Spirit 
just as we have?” 

 
Amen. 
 
Archdeacon Deborah+ 

 


