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     Occasionally a character appears in a New Testament reading for which we have little or no context.  Such is the case with Cornelius in our first reading from Acts of the Apostles.  We tend to be drawn to the bigger name people in the story like Peter.  Cornelius is mentioned ten times in the Bible, but all ten times are in the tenth chapter of Acts and nowhere else.  Yet through this lesser known actor on the New Testament stage we learn about a crucial moment in the development of the earliest Church, and we hear the call of Jesus to us today through the story of a gentile, Cornelius.
     Just who is Cornelius?  It’s not a name we hear too often today.  I had a grade school classmate named Cornelius; hardly anyone knew his name was Cornelius because he went by Les.  There haven’t been a lot of famous historical figures, actors, or athletes named Cornelius.  There is one Baseball Hall of Fame manager with that name: Cornelius McGillicuddy, but he was always known as Connie Mack.  This year for the first time in my 44 years of teaching I have a student named Cornelius.  Who is this man in Acts of the Apostles with the seldom repeated name?
     Our Cornelius held an important position in the Roman world.  He was a centurion in charge of a battalion of Roman archers stationed at Caesarea.  This was where Herod the Great had built his deep water Mediterranean seaport considered one of the engineering marvels of the ancient world.  This was where Pontius Pilate lived most of the time, away from the heat and dust and baffling business of Judaism in Jerusalem.   Cornelius was interested in the Jewish Law but had not become a full member of Judaism.  He even generously gave alms to help the Jewish people.  Cornelius received instruction in the faith 
						1.
of Jesus Christ  crucified and risen from the dead from Peter. 
     The story of Cornelius and his conversion to Christianity is given in Acts of the Apostles to emphasize two very important points.  First, all gentiles are welcome in the Church, even Roman soldiers, and one doesn’t have to become Jewish first or follow all the dietary laws and rituals of Judaism.  This was quite unlike the Pharisees who said one should not associate at all with gentiles.  Next, there is to be no distinction in Christ’s Church between Christians who came from Judaism and those who were once gentiles and pagans.  A pagan Roman soldier, a member of the oppressing army, can be touched by the grace of God and come into the Church just as easily as a lifelong daughter or son of Abraham.  If they accept Jesus Christ as savior and Son of God, then it matters not at all what belief system, ethnic group, race, or occupation they’ve come from. This may seem somewhat obvious to us today, but in the missionary days of Peter and Paul this was a truly radical idea.  Who I am and who we are is based as much in how we are unlike others as it is in how we are alike or in agreement with those in our own faith community.  It’s important that I am a Jew, but it’s equally important that I am not like a Roman or Samaritan or Canaanite; in fact, it is a great blessing that I am not like those others.  You know the sentiment from when you were a kid.  Belonging to the club that built the treehouse was good, but excluding others from access to the treehouse made it seem even better.  We were so intent on keeping others out of our treehouse 
that we hid the ladder each time we left, and in case other kids did find it, we made the rungs on the ladder at 45 degree angles from the uprights so that it was extremely difficult to climb it, for them as well as us, but that was just the price you had to pay to be exclusive.
     St. Paul seemed to recognize quickly the dichotomy between saying you 
believed Jesus was savior of all and came to redeem all from the destruction of 
						2.
sin and then deny that some folks like Romans, Samaritans, and Greeks could be saved by embracing the grace from Jesus crucified and risen.  Even Peter was a little slow to come around to recognize this paradox in his own thinking.  
     How does this speak to us today?  How does this apply to us?   Consider a few comments we’ve probably all heard through  the years: “Why do they even come to Church; they’re such hypocrites. They only come to Church when it’s convenient He only became a Catholic because his wife wanted him to.  What’s she doing here; she such a cafeteria Catholic.”  First of all, at least they are here, and when someone comes into the presence of Christ, something good can happen.  Secondly, the reason Christ gave us a Church is because he knew we were all hypocrites to one degree or another.  Remember Jesus told the Jews who were so quick to condemn a woman caught in adultery, that he rather doubted any of them were perfect.  Finally, how can any of us see into the heart and soul of another person.  We can hear their words and see their actions and those may be inconsistent, hurtful, wrong, and seemingly inexcusable, but only God can know the depths of a person’s interior life; the rest of us can only guess.  Remember that by his actions and teachings Jesus demonstrated that we are called to do anything in our power to bring a person to the kingdom of God.  In fact, that’s the most important and eternally wonderful thing we can do. 
     Allow me to finish with a little story that illustrates our theme.  Once at White House Retreat with high school senior boys, one of the talks had been about Jesus’ call to us to be a brother to everyone we encounter and leave no one out of the community of faith.  That night after lights were out I discovered six guys were not in their rooms.  One of the missing was a very quiet introvert boy who for four years had kept to himself for the most part, making only a few friends, and seeming content with a rather solitary life.  As my anger grew that 
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they were not asleep in their rooms, and my frustration and worry increased when I could not find them on the grounds, I finally heard voices off in the distance.  I approached quietly and unnoticed and listened.  The five seniors who were all friends were talking to the solitary lad and explaining to him how sorry they were that they hadn’t invited him to go with them to school activities and weekend parties; how sorry they were that they hadn’t gotten to know him over four years; how sorry they were that they hadn’t really noticed him.  They continued talking for some time and finally the solitary boy said, “This may be the best day of my high school career, and I didn’t even want to go on this retreat. Thank you guys for letting me in.”  
     How many folks have we just not noticed?  How many times have we not wanted to notice someone?  How many times have we turned our eyes away so that we could feign not knowing someone was in need or wanted to be let in.  Jesus said, “Knock and the door will be opened.”  Who do you think Jesus is expecting to open the door for someone knocking?  It will be opened in our Church, if someone opens it.  That someone has to be each one of us.  We’re called to open the door to anyone who wants to come into our Faith.  We’re not called to judge their intention or context.  We’re not called to recognize that they are hypocrites, because in some context so are all of us.  We’re called to open the door for Cornelius and many others.  Offer them, as Paul did, the message and grace of Christ Jesus crucified for our salvation on Golgotha and risen from the dead that we might live in hope of eternal life.  The person for whom you open the door to faith may later be the very person who opens another important door for you.
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