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“The Summons”
Acts 10 March 22, 2015

The damage is done. The horse is out of the barn. There 
is no going back. The spiritual vision of two men from 
different social, economic and political cultures changed 
the world. Cornelius is a Gentile captain in the Roman 
guard stationed in the seacoast town of Caesarea. Peter 
is a Jew, a follower of Jesus without rank or title. Each is 
summoned by the Holy Spirit to bring an end to the walls 
that divide them and us.

Cornelius is a compassionate man and a believer in the 
God of Israel. Yet, he is still considered by the Jews to be 
outside the covenant people because he does not observe 
all of the Jewish ritual, dietary and moral laws. In short, in 
spite of his piety, he is unclean. During his prayers, he hears 
the voice of an angel telling him to summon Simon Peter 
in Joppa to come to Caesarea. He sends his men to Joppa 
to get Peter. 

Meanwhile Peter, who continues to keep his Jewish 
traditions and laws, has a vision of a great sheet lowered 
from heaven. On the sheet are all kinds of clean and 
unclean wild animals, reptiles and birds. He hears a voice 
say, “Kill and eat.” Peter is repulsed by the command for 
he would not consider eating unclean animals. He hears 
the voice three times. The voice says that he must not 
consider anything unclean that God has cleansed. While 
Peter is pondering the meaning of this disturbing vision, 
Cornelius’s men arrive and summon Peter to return with 
them to their master’s home. 

It is not until Peter crosses the threshold of Cornelius’ 
house, that Peter fully understands the vision. He 
understands why God has summoned him to go to the 
home of a Gentile. Peter declares, “God has shown me 
that I must not call anyone profane or unclean” (Acts 
10:28). In entering the home of Cornelius, Peter crosses 
the threshold of grace. Neither he nor Cornelius, nor the 
church of that day nor the church of today, can ever be the 
same again. Peter understands that his vision was not about 
clean and unclean animals, rituals or dietary laws, but about 
how God has cleansed all people through the life, death 
and resurrection of Jesus, how God has broken down all 
hostility and dividing walls, and how God has created in 

Christ one new family of faith. For the first time, Gentiles 
were baptized into the church without first being required 
to keep Jewish rituals and laws. 

When Peter crosses the threshold of grace, two worlds 
are shattered – the world of the outsider and the world 
of the insider. All it takes is one step for Peter to travel 
from an old familiar world of family ties, boats and nets, 
traditional religion, and business as usual to the exciting 
new world of the gospel. God is not in love with the status 
quo, the old dividing lines, the well-established prejudices, 
and the entrenched ways of thinking. God is creating 
humanity anew – one people united in Christ diverse in 
appearance, ideas, practices and ways of living the gospel. 
Throughout Lent we have seen how Peter professes faith in 
Jesus, but then tries to make Jesus conform to his limited 
human ways of thinking. We have seen how Peter fails 
Jesus at critical moments because he lets his fear overwhelm 
his new faith.  We have seen how Jesus forgives Peter and 
calls him to shepherd his people. Now he summons Peter 
to understand just how big that flock is because of the 
unlimited and unconditional grace of God. A follower 
of Jesus can no longer reject, despise, ridicule, treat with 
contempt or ignore anyone whom God has cleansed. 

We can say with Paul in Galatians, “There is no longer Jew 
or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer 
male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus”(3:28). 

Saying it and living it are two different things. Many 
years ago, when the first woman was elected to be an 
elder in this congregation, a member of the congregation 
coming out of worship in the old church downtown and 
told another elder, “This has ruined the church.” Somehow 
the congregation has managed not only to survive but to 
thrive by including women in the spiritual government of 
the church. The Holy Spirit was at work implementing the 
gospel truth that all are one in Christ Jesus and making the 
church more and more inclusive. In Robert Frost’s poem, 
Mending Wall, the narrator declares: 

“Something there is that doesn’t love a wall,
….
Before I built a wall I’d ask to know
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What I was walling in or walling out,
And to whom I was like to give offense.
Something there is that doesn’t love a wall,
....”

That something is the Holy Spirit who tears down walls 
for the sake of the gospel of Jesus Christ.

Yet, build walls we do. Prejudice, scorn and divisions 
still exist in Christ’s church. Sometimes we like things just 
the way they are. We get just enough of the gospel to make 
us happy, but not enough to make us uncomfortable. We 
want the gospel to reinforce our ideas, not change our way 
of thinking. We can be spiritual couch potatoes – content 
not to stretch and exercise our spiritual muscles. God is not 
like us. God runs a boot camp for Christians. God is not 
about to leave things the way they are. God is not interested 
in propping up our foolish notions and narrow minded 
thinking. God is transforming you and me, just like Peter, 
into the image of Christ. God is building a kingdom. God 
is summoning you and me to cross the threshold of grace. 
God is not finished with us yet. God does not want us to 
hoard the blessings of Christ or keep them to ourselves,  
but God wants us to be a blessing to others.  

Where in our lives do we need to cross the threshold 
of grace? Where am I holding on to old ways of dealing 
with people by human categories and human standards of 
measurement?  Where am I refusing to see the new thing 
that God is doing, the barriers that God is breaking down, 
and the community the Holy Spirit is building up? For 
one man I know it was joining a prison ministry.  He was 
terrified to enter the door of the prison and hear it slam 
shut behind him. He was terrified to meet and spend time 
with prisoners who had been convicted of violent crimes. 
Yet something compelled him to cross that prison yard 
and enter a new world. In that prison, he discovered Jesus 
in the gatherings with the men and Jesus set him free from 
the prison of his fear.  

What do our visitors to our congregation experience?  
Do they find a welcoming community that looks past 
differences as we sit together in worship, join in Bible study, 
meet at the food pantry, participate in scouting programs, 
shop at the Bazaar, or come to Bible School? When was 
the last time I invited someone to come to church with 
me, listened to a stranger unburden her soul, or eased 
the pain of another’s loneliness simply by being present? 
What matters even more is how we speak and act in public 
away from “church” in the places where our faith is lived.  
We answer the Spirit’s summons to cross the threshold 
of grace when we learn to respect those whose political 

opinions may be different from our own, treat those who 
work with us with dignity, and befriend the new kid in 
our class whom everyone seems to ridicule. Entering the 
world of God’s abundant grace means to stop bashing gays 
and lesbians as if they are somehow outside the circle of 
God’s love and family. It means we stop fooling ourselves 
into thinking that God smiles upon us because we are the 
“good” people and God frowns on others because they are 
the “bad” people.  We are all sinners. God smiles upon us 
all because of Jesus’ unmerited love and grace.  

Each one of us has a threshold to cross – a way to change, 
a need to grow, a heart to mend, a new understanding 
to reach.  It does not matter how long we have been a 
Christian, how much we think we know, or how convinced 
we are that we have things pretty well figured out. The day 
will come when God will summon each one of us, like 
Peter, to step out of our comfort zone and into a whole 
new way of seeing and being. Through the gospel of Jesus 
Christ, God has flung open the doors to the kingdom. All 
we have to do is step across the threshold of grace into the 
new world God has made. 


