
1	
	

Wesley	United	Methodist	Church	
Rev.	Beverly	E	Stenmark	

May	9,	2021	
“Courageous	Obedience”i	
Scripture:		Acts	10:44-48	

John	15:9-17		 	
  

 Have you ever walked into the end of a movie or a conversation and wondered 

what was going on?  If so, you may have experienced a little of that feeling when you 

heard Deborah read the passage from the Acts of the Apostles. It’s a wonderful story 

about courageous obedience and about including and welcoming more people into the 

community following Jesus. However, that’s not readily apparent when you join at the 

end of the story.   There was a lot going on that led to this moment. 

 Cornelius was a Roman soldier, a gentile, a good man who prayed to God and 

who helped out the Jewish people who were in need.  He had a vision in which he was 

told to send a messenger to ask Peter to come to his home.  Meanwhile, Peter was also 

having a vision in which he saw a variety of animals that Jewish people were forbidden 

to eat, and he was told to get up and eat. When Peter protested the voice told him not to 

consider unclean anything that God had declared pure. After this happened three times, 

the messenger from Cornelius arrived and Peter was told to go with him.   

 Under normal circumstances, Gentiles and Jews did not associate with each 

other.  But these were not ordinary circumstances. Both men had received visions from 

God, and both obeyed even though what they were being told to do was contrary to 

what they had been taught and lived.   

 Peter went to Cornelius’ home and as they compared notes on what had 

happened, Peter declared, “I really am learning that God doesn’t show partiality to one 

group of people over another. Rather in every nation, whoever worships him and does 

what is right is acceptable to him.” (Acts 10:34-5 CEB)   Peter then told Cornelius and 

his family about Jesus.   

 Both Peter and Cornelius had shown courageous obedience in responding to the 

visions they had experienced.  In courageous obedience they overcame the deeply 

ingrained beliefs that that kept them separated from God’s people who were different 
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from them.   Courageous obedience called them to be countercultural, going against not 

only the expectations but also the rules of their cultures.   

 But their courageous obedience created space for the Holy Spirit to act.  And the 

Holy Spirit never misses an opportunity.  That’s where today’s reading picks up.  

 While Peter was still speaking, the Holy Spirit fell on everyone who heard the 

word. When that happened, Peter even more fully understood what was happening and 

said that surely no one could withhold the water of baptism from them.  Cornelius and 

his household were baptized and they stayed together for several more days so that 

Cornelius and his household could continue to learn from Peter. 

 But Peter was also learning.  Peter, who was often Jesus’ right hand man, 

learned more about the God he loved, followed, and obeyed.  He learned that God was 

much more inclusive than he thought.  And, very importantly, he did not miss out on the 

opportunity to allow God to work in and through him.   

 As Peter learned, we always have something new to learn about God and our 

responsibility is to be open to what God wants us to learn, or how God wants us to grow 

in our knowledge and experience of God’s presence with us.  This was true for Peter 

and it is true for us today. 

 Rosemary Radford Reuther, a theologian, said that the church is organized to do 

two things.  The first is to pass on the tradition of the church from one generation to 

another.  The second is to be open to the winds of the Holy Spirit by which the tradition 

comes alive in each generation. ii  Peter passed on his understanding of Jesus to others 

and he was open to the Holy Spirit guiding him to do this in a new way. 

 This past year has been one in which we have had to rethink many things and 

learn to do them in different ways.  We have had to rethink how we work, how we 

educate children, how we relate to each other, how we stay connected when we cannot 

be together.  In the church we have had to learn how to worship together when we 

cannot be together. We are still learning how to reach out to people in ways that are 

different than what we have done in the past.  We have all learned that we can make 

plans but that we can’t control what happens that may radically change those plans. 

 For the past two years, this congregation has been engaged in discernment 

trying to understand how God has been calling us to be in the world.  We have been 
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trying to learn not only how God wants us to pass on the Christian tradition on to others, 

but also how God wants us to do that in a rapidly changing world.   

 Covid forced us to make changes that we were only beginning to think about, 

and quite frankly that we might have had difficulty agreeing about.  For a couple of 

weeks, three or four of us would gather here in the sanctuary and live stream our 

service to Facebook.  Then we were told to stay at home completely.  My dining room 

table and Zoom became the way that I recorded pieces of the service and Austin and 

Dan became the people who put the various pieces together and uploaded a service.  

 As time went on, our Next Chapter team, the team that was charged with looking 

to where and how God was calling this congregation into the future had many more 

conversations.  Congregational meetings by Zoom extended those conversations and 

one person in Costa Rica was able to be part of that conversation because of the 

technology.   Technology began to bring us together across many miles. 

 Cameras , monitors, a computer and software took up residence here in the 

sanctuary as we started to plan for the future.  Forced to learn how to worship from our 

homes, we discovered that there were benefits to it as well.  We could worship at a time 

that was convenient for us rather than missing out if we couldn’t be here at 10:00 am.  

People from a distance could worship with us.  People unable to leave their homes 

discovered that they could once again be part of worship.  People looking for a faith 

community could explore our worship – and that of other congregations – from the 

safety and anonymity of their homes.   

 Circumstances we hadn’t planned on, and wouldn’t have chosen, were used by 

the Holy Spirit to help us obey the command to share the good news beyond our walls 

and those we already knew. We have embraced remote worship and are now very clear 

that even if all the restrictions and cautions suddenly disappeared, we would still 

continue to offer an opportunity to worship remotely from a distance, and at a time that 

can be adjusted to fit work schedules or other circumstances. 

 Remote worship services allowed us to include many more people in the worship 

service than we had previously.  People who would never stand up in front of the 

congregation to read or offer a prayer have become more comfortable in recording their 

voices to lead a prayer.  We’ve had some parents and children recording and leading 
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the Lord’s prayer or singing a song, and we have one recording of the Lord’s prayer 

complete with the beautiful sights and sounds of Costa Rica.   

 We may not have recognized it at the time, but all of these are the result of being 

obedient to God’s word to love one another, to bear fruit, to share the good news.   All 

of these are illustrations of Rosemary Radford Reuther’s observation that the church is 

to pass on tradition from one generation to another AND to be open to the winds of the 

Holy Spirit that blow in ways in which tradition can come alive in each generation.  

 As we continue to grow in God’s love and live in God’s love, that love flows out 

into the world and some of the things we may simply seem to be natural to us, so that 

we don’t think about doing them as being obedient to God.  At other times, we may be 

more aware that disciples are those who at times say, “Lord, I do not know where you 

are leading me, but here I am.”  Both Peter and Cornelius needed to be changed if 

God’s mission to the Gentiles was to go forward.   

 It is important for us to be open to being changed if we are to bear fruit and be 

agents of sharing God’s word and God’s love with our changing world.  Sometimes that 

requires being courageous about trying something new and being obedient to where we 

understand God to be calling us. 

 Years ago, courageous obedience for me meant leaving a job, attending 

seminary, stepping out on a path that I couldn’t really see and didn’t know where it was 

leading.  The adventure has been great and I am grateful that my initial “no” turned into 

a tentative “maybe” and eventually into an enthusiastic “yes” as the Spirit led along the 

path.   

 This is the time of year in the United Methodist Church when pastoral changes 

take place.  In about 7 weeks, I will be retiring, and a starting a new adventure and I 

don’t know where that will lead.  At the beginning of July, a new pastor will be here at 

Wesley.  Last week, that announcement was made and this week I spent a couple of 

hours with Pastor Michele who will be coming here.   For her and for this congregation, 

there may be a mixture of emotions and one of them is courageous obedience, walking 

into a new congregation, greeting a new pastor, learning about each other as you 

partner together with the Holy Spirit to be the church, the congregation, the community 

that God is calling you to be. 
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 The Ministry Action Plan that is the result of discernment over a two year period, 

also means some courageous obedience to Jesus’ command to love one another as he 

loves us.  It means reaching out to a community, to people that we may or may not 

know, and learning about each other in ways that require deep listening and a 

commitment to love as God’s children.   

 We are all called to be like Peter and Cornelius, open to the winds of the Holy 

Spirit and the ways that the message of Jesus, the love of God can become real and 

alive in the lives of the people we meet.  Herbert McCabe, a Dominican Theologian in a 

Good Friday service said it well, “For the Christian tradition, the deepest truth about 

people is that they are loved.”   Let us be the people who courageously step out with the 

Holy Spirit and help others know that they are deeply loved by God and by us. 

Let us pray: 

 “Holy Spirit, Open our ears so that we may hear you calling us out of our 

preconceived notions and set ways. Open our eyes so that we may see all of your 

sons and daughters regardless of race, ethnicity, culture, and whatever distinction we 

use to separate ourselves from ‘others’.   Open our lips so that we may proclaim your 

good news to everyone we encounter.  Open our hearts so that we may love all your 

people the way you love us.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.”iii 

 

																																																													
i	There	are	several	comments	and	sources	used	in	this	sermon	and	my	notes	do	not	clearly	indicate	where	they	all	
came	from.			The	sermon	title	was	a	phrase	in	the	Abingdon	Preaching	Annual	2021.	I	also	took	some	notes	from	
Sojourner’s	“Preaching	the	Word”	articles	for	this	week.		
ii	Cited	by	Barbara	K.	Lundblad	in	Feasting		on	the	Word,	homiletical	commentary	on	Acts	10:44-48.	
iii	Abingdon	Preaching	Annual,	2021,		p.72	


