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A Homily by             “Converted by Blood”
The Reverend Jo Popham     Easter 6B

May 13, 2012
Acts 10:44-48
1 John 1:1-2:2
John 20:19-31

The prelude to the story of Gentiles receiving the Holy Spirit in Acts is the powerful

conversion of Cornelius. But it is also the story of the continuing conversion of Peter and

a reminder that we all are constantly being converted. Through God’s grace our hearts

and our minds are being formed and reformed. It is God’s will for us that our lives – and

all people’s lives – be touched by the Holy Spirit. Here in the great 50 days of Easter, we

are being converted just Cornelius and his entire household were converted and just as

Peter and his friends faith was converted to God’s ways. These were the circumcised

believers, the Jewish Christians who came to Cornelius’s home with Peter.

Now you might remember that Cornelius was a centurion of the Italian cohort. He was

an officer in charge of 100 men in the Roman city of Caesarea. And, of course, as a

Roman soldier, he was a Gentile, because being in the military was completely

inconsistent with the observance of Jewish law. We hear of Cornelius’s conversion and

that of the Gentiles in such detail because this was a major turning point in the life of the

early church. Peter was invited to Cornelius’s home and it became very clear to Peter and

to the Jewish Christians who traveled with him that the Holy Spirit was at work in

Cornelius before his baptism.

It was and is God, and God alone, who determines “what the boundaries of the

Christian community are to be”…. God’s will [will have] its way.” Cornelius saw in

visions of Peter working his ministry, and Peter in several visions saw Cornelius’s work

of faithfulness and his support of the poor through alms giving. And so the “inclusion of

the Gentiles was the direct result of God’s intervention” (Anchor Bible Dictionary, Vol.

1, p. 1156). God’s abundant love is for Jews, Gentiles, for everyone – even for us.
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Remember that Peter ministered to the Jews, to covert them to Christianity. And there

was extreme intolerance between the Jews and the Gentiles. In biblical days Jews referred

to Gentiles as dogs and considered them to be unclean. No orthodox Jew would enter the

house of a Gentile, no, never. Yet Peter was summoned to Caesarea by God to meet with

Cornelius in Cornelius’s home, because of Cornelius’s reputation for being a just man,

one who worshipped God, and a man who lived his faith by giving to the poor. Peter saw

visions that clarified what was clean and unclean, and he then understood that no human

being could be considered clean or unclean. Peter then grasped that Jesus Christ had died

for all people. Jesus’s dream – Peter’s beloved teacher’s dream – was for everyone, Jews

and Gentiles alike.

My friends, I return to you with good news of the marriage of two of my children.

Troy and Alison are now Mr. and Mrs. Peloquin. And Stacy and Tyler are Mr. And Mrs.

McCurry. They were both beautiful services and celebrations of love and life. During the

homily at the wedding Saturday a week ago the bridal couple – and we all – were

reminded that they and we were created of love, for love, to love. But I also bring sad

news from a loving Episcopal Church that is suffering from the shock and grief of

shattered lives. A little over a week ago at St. Peter’s Church in Ellicott City, Maryland, a

homeless man, who often came there to be fed, went into the church and killed Brenda

Brewington, the Administrative Assistant, and left the priest, the Rev. Dr. Mary-

Marguerite Kohn, fatally wounded. The homeless man then took his own life, so there

were three victims in the tragedy. Mary-Marguerite, the co-rector of St. Peter’s, remained

on life support while doctors and her family planned for the donation of her organs. She

died while our daughter was taking her marriage vows. As the other co-rector has said in

speaking of their losses: “We come from love and we return to love.”

These are the words of The Rev. Dr. Mary-Marguerite Kohn’s sermon on Easter Day:

“They [were] burying a beloved friend and leader; they [were] burying a dream. Can you

relate to that desolation and despair? If we are to walk with them, we might let ourselves
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bring up a time in our own life of deepest grief, despair, and darkness. A time when hope

for the future [had] died. The sun [was] rising but they [were] in darkness.” Her words

described the state of mind of the disciples following the crucifixion of their Lord, their

master, their teacher, their friend.

Jesus’s disciples in the first century – and we 21st century disciples – have to walk

through the shadow of death. We walk with our friends in Christ, we walk with those

who mourn the unnecessary deaths of Brenda and Mary-Marguerite. We walk too with all

our friends and loved ones who have died. But we know that love never dies. We

experience the love of God and the friendship of Christ Jesus through water and blood. It

is through the water of baptism and through the blood of the crucifixion that we know we

are never separated from God’s love. The body and blood of Christ which we share at the

altar as baptized people reminds us again and again of the love that never goes away. As

disciples of Christ – fed with holy food – we are obliged to share that love. But I have to

admit, it has never occurred to me that sharing food might lead to shedding blood. But

sometimes the road to discipleship is dangerous. Yes, there are consequences to living

into our own discipleship. Noone would expect to die to be saved, but that is what our

Lord did for us. And, sadly, that is what happened to the modern day martyrs, Brenda and

Rev. Mary-Marguerite.

But now it is time to heal. The season of Easter calls us all to be the risen light of

Christ in the world, to spread the good news to all people, but most especially to the poor

and the needy. We here at St. Andrew’s have a long history of feeding the poor, through

our work at the Drop-Inn Centre and Carol Thomson’s lunch bunch who serve there,

through our generosity in giving to the Calgary Interfaith Food Bank, and through the

Parker’s role in collecting and delivering thousands of pounds of food for the needy each

year. But Eastertide is also a time to consider how we can be available to minister to all

people but in a safe environment for the people of the church and those who work here.

Before we make any decisions about how we might do that, let us all hear and take to
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heart the words of the warden of St. Peter’s after last Sunday’s worship service. He said:

“The church has ministered to the poor and the needy for thousands of years. And we will

continue to minister to the poor and the needy, and we won’t do it from behind bullet-

proof glass.”

“The day had dawned on Cornelius’s house; Christ, the morning star, had risen in

every heart; and the place where darkness had formerly prevailed, was now illuminated

by the light of the Lord.” (Cornelius the centurion,Frederic Krummacher,John Ferguson.)

My friends, the people of St. Peter’s in the Diocese of Maryland have walked through

a place of darkness, and I and we have been touched by their loss. But the morning light

does follow the darkness. In this season of springtime, when we experience new life, the

kingdom of nature and the kingdom of God are perfectly aligned. Let us turn from the

darkness and embrace the light of the Easter season and the rebirth of spring. They say

that Rev. Mary-Marguerite never turned away anyone, offering life-giving sustenance to

all. Even now in her death she has given life through the donation of her organs. Let us

remember her and all our friends here – and those gone before us – in our hearts and

prayers always. May we allow ourselves to be continually converted. And may we – who

were saved through water and through the blood of Christ – consider how we might offer

life and love to others as Christ gave himself for us.

As a postscript to today’s homily, I would remind us that Jesus gave his disciples – he

gave us – a new commandment – that his disciples love one another as he loved them –

that we love one another as he loves us. In a perfect example of that love St. Peter’s in

Ellicott City, Maryland, has offered forgiveness to the man who killed Brenda and Mary-

Marguerite. And they offered a funeral for him. They have lived into the commandment

to love – to love like Jesus loved and continues to love. My prayer is that we can love one

another that much.

Lord, may it be so. Amen.


