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Let us pray for an awareness of and inspiration from the Holy Spirit.

Holy God, Word made flesh, let us come to this word open to being
surprised. Silence our agendas; banish our assumptions; cast out our
casual detachment. Confound our expectations; clear the cobwebs from
our ears; penetrate the corners of our hearts with this word. Give us
grace to receive your truth in faith and love, and strength and courage to
follow on the path you set before us; through Jesus Christ, Amen

We continue on our summer road trip of looking at stories that happen as
the people of God travel to various places. The reading for this Sunday
comes from the Acts of the Apostles, in chapter 15. Leading up to this
story, the disciples Paul and Barnabas have been traveling around and
teaching at various places in modern day Turkey. They have been to
Iconium. Lystra, and Antioch with a good deal of success and not an
insignificant amount of trouble. As they have travelled, they have
established churches where they have included both Jews and Gentiles.
This was a new thing, to have both Jews and Gentiles together in a faith
community, and there was not always agreement about what the
practices of the community should be. At the beginning of the story, we
hear about some other leaders who teach a different message than Paul
and Barnabas. Listen for a word from God.

Then certain individuals came down from Judea and were teaching the
brothers, “Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of
Moses, you cannot be saved.” And after Paul and Barnabas had no small
dissension and debate with them, Paul and Barnabas and some of the
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others were appointed to go up to Jerusalem to discuss this question with
the apostles and the elders. So they were sent on their way by the
church, and as they passed through both Phoenicia and Samaria, they
reported the conversion of the Gentiles, and brought great joy to all the
believers. When they came to Jerusalem, they were welcomed by the
church and the apostles and the elders, and they reported all that God
had done with them. But some believers who belonged to the sect of the
Pharisees stood up and said, “It is necessary for them to be circumcised
and ordered to keep the law of Moses.”

The apostles and the elders met together to consider this matter. After
there had been much debate, Peter stood up and said to them, “My
brothers, you know that in the early days God made a choice among you,
that I should be the one through whom the Gentiles would hear the
message of the good news and become believers. And God, who knows
the human heart, testified to them by giving them the Holy Spirit, just as
he did to us; and in cleansing their hearts by faith he has made no
distinction between them and us. Now therefore why are you putting
God to the test by placing on the neck of the disciples a yoke that neither
our ancestors nor we have been able to bear? On the contrary, we
believe that we will be saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as
they will.”

The whole assembly kept silence and listened to Barnabas and Paul as
they told of all the signs and wonders that God had done through them
among the Gentiles. After they finished speaking, James replied, “My
brothers, listen to me. Simeon has related how God first looked
favorably on the Gentiles, to take from among them a people for his
name. This agrees with the words of the prophets...

Therefore, I have reached the decision that we should not trouble those
Gentiles who are turning to God, but we should write to them to abstain
only from things polluted by idols and from fornication and from
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whatever has been strangled and from blood. For in every city, for
generations past, Moses has had those who proclaim him, for he has
been read aloud every sabbath in the synagogues.

Then the apostles and the elders, with the consent of the whole church,
decided to choose men from among their members and to send them to
Antioch with Paul and Barnabas. They sent Judas called Barsabbas, and
Silas, leaders among the brothers, with the following letter: “The
brothers, both the apostles and the elders, to the believers of Gentile
origin in Antioch and Syria and Cilicia, greetings. Since we have heard
that certain persons who have gone out from us, though with no
instructions from us, have said things to disturb you and have unsettled
your minds, we have decided unanimously to choose representatives and
send them to you, along with our beloved Barnabas and Paul, who have
risked their lives for the sake of our Lord Jesus Christ. We have
therefore sent Judas and Silas, who themselves will tell you the same
things by word of mouth. For it has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and
to us to impose on you no further burden than these essentials: that you
abstain from what has been sacrificed to idols and from blood and from
what is strangled and from fornication. If you keep yourselves from
these, you will do well. Farewell.”

There is an exercise in church strategy and planning where members of a
congregation identify potential stories in scripture that represent the
congregation. That is, the congregation picks a story that is a defining
story for the congregation itself. When congregations do this work, they
are making connections from their own story to God’s story. It allows
them to see how God has called and shaped them as a community, it can
affirm who they are as a community and challenge the community as it
lives out its role in God’s mission in the world. For example, maybe a
congregation would identify with the story of the Prodigal Son, where a
portion of the community was once estranged and now has returned
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again. Or maybe it would be the story of Mary and Martha where there
is a congregation full of worker bees and busy people, and they identify
with the need to slow down and attend to their spiritual lives. Or maybe
it’s the story of Pentecost for a multi-ethnic and multicultural church
community that works to balance the many traditions and cultures of its
diverse community.

Some get nervous with this exercise, because they don’t feel that they
have enough experience or knowledge with scripture, and folks who
have led this exercise do their best to alleviate these fears and concerns.
One way to address this concern is to have a small group of people
suggest several possible stories as candidates. I would like to suggest
that the story from Acts 15 is an excellent candidate as a biblical
narrative for many churches, and perhaps even for a church like Oak
Grove.

And it’s not because this is a story of a church committee meeting and a
church fight, although it kind of is. As this story attests, church conflict
1s nothing new. And discernment of who is included, and how a church
practices their faith is also not new. The Presbyterian Church (USA)
meets every two years in our General Assembly, which just ended last
week, to prayerfully discern what it means to be faithful. And I am sure
many of us could tell horror stories of long Session meetings, and maybe
even longer conversations continued in the parking lot after the Session
meeting was over.

There is a long history of church fights and I have a quick visual aid to
demonstrate this in three pictures. (shows pictures) The first picture
starts with the early church and shows splits that resulted in the Roman
Catholic Church, various Orthodox Churches, the Anglicans, and
Protestants. The second picture highlights the various forms of
Protestantism both in Europe and then eventually in the United States.
This demonstrates the splits that arose that brought us Baptists, and
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Methodists, Episcopalians, Lutherans, and Presbyterians, among others.
The third picture is a representation of just the Presbyterian Church in
the United States. It’s a little messy.

As I said, church conflict is nothing new - and it happens not just over
small matters with things like carpet color or the time to start worship.
There have been significant fights and splits in the church over a variety
of things, some minor, some much more important and significant.
Things like property, how to serve communion, the relationship between
church and state, the role of women, the origin of the Holy Spirit, the
full inclusion of LGBTQIA+ people, the divinity of Jesus, capital
punishment, the genocide in Gaza, investment in fossil fuels and the
impact of climate change on the world, the rise of Christian Nationalism,
reparations and repair, and the list could continue on and on.

Sometimes it is necessary to have a good fight, that is, there are times
when a difference of interpretation or understanding, when properly and
prayerfully addressed can lead to a new understanding or insight, and
into a new way of being that is more faithful to the kingdom of God.
These fights, or discussions, or disagreements, or whatever you would
like to call them — when processed well, can lead to greater clarity, a
more unified bond, a stronger and more faithful life and witness.

There is a phrase that has been instructive for the church, and is
centuries old, concerning disputes. The phrase is, “In essentials, unity; in
non-essentials, liberty; in all things, charity.” In other words, in those
things that are really, really important, work toward unity and the same
mind. In all the other stuff there 1s freedom to differ. But in all things, be
loving and charitable to one another.

The argument in Acts 15 is an argument over essentials. The expansion
of the church has been going well. The call to make disciples in
Jerusalem, Samaria, and to the ends of the earth by Jesus in the



beginning of the book of Acts, has been happening. More and more
people have heard the good news, have been baptized, and then
organized into new faith communities. The expansion of the church has
included a diversity of people, not just Jews, but also Gentiles. The
church is more inclusive than ever thought imaginable before.

There 1s dissension and disagreement about how these people should be
included in the community. There is a group of unnamed people who
have been teaching that in order for these new Gentile converts to be a
part of the community, they must abide by the sign of the covenant and
the mosaic law, that 1s, they must be circumcised. What these people are
arguing, 1s that in order to be Christian, it is necessary they become
Jewish first. And the most prominent sign of belonging in the Jewish
faith, 1s circumcision. But not all agreed.

In one of the best lines in the story, we hear, “Paul and Barnabas had no
small dissension and debate with them.” This was not just a couple of
hours in the Session meeting to decide on the color of the carpet, this
was, [ imagine, a full-on long conversation about identity and
understanding of who God is, and what it means to be faithful. This was
a discussion about their very essence and understanding of what it meant
to be chosen by God, to be called by God, to be faithful to God. And so,
they did what any church who is decent and in order does when in
disagreement over important theological and foundational questions
about identity and purpose and faithfulness, they called a meeting.

In this meeting, the leadership of this new and diverse movement, this
burgeoning church, met to talk about the essentials, and talked about
how this diverse church might show the radical nature of God’s love in
Jesus Christ, and how they might be unified. Again, I imagine this was
no small discussion. And in the end, it was decided that circumcision
wasn’t required, but it wasn’t abolished either. Peter affirmed in the
discussion “that we will be saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus,
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just as they will.” The gathered leadership remained silent and listened
to Paul and Barnabas. And then James, the brother of Jesus, affirmed
what Peter had said. This 1s an amazing and surprising decision. A mark
of identity and belonging for generations gave way to a new and radical
understanding of inclusivity and grace. It was a foundational shift that
cannot be underestimated. This new understanding and practice
exhibited a new way of being in the world. This community would be
rooted, not in the mosaic law, but in the grace and witness of Jesus
Christ.

Instruction is sent to the churches and new faith communities, and with
the consent of the whole assembly, representatives are sent with a letter
to the new churches to discuss the decision that has been made, along
with some instructions about what is essential. And, as a quick aside, the
things they name as essential — abstaining from food sacrificed to idols
or being mixed with blood — how many of us will need to worry about
this at lunch today. Some of those things that were deemed essential then
are no longer marks of the church now. Even the things we may consider

essential at some point, are no longer essential. We do not have a static
faith.

When someone becomes ordained as a Deacon, Elder, or Minster of the
Presbyterian church they are asked a series of questions, one of which is,
“Do you sincerely receive and adopt the essential tenets of the Reformed
faith as expressed in the confessions of our church as authentic and
reliable expositions of what Scripture leads us to believe and do, and
will you be instructed and led by them as you lead the people of God?”
But nowhere is there a list of essentials that are enumerated. There have
been many calls over the years for us to have such a list, but for the most
part, this has been rejected. It isn’t because we have a problem saying
what we believe, rather, we recognize that we have an active faith and an
involved God through the Holy Spirit that may move the church in new



directions. We ought not box in a God that cannot be limited. This 1s one
of the primary narratives of our faith, that we need to be forever open to
the working of the Holy Spirit to a fuller understanding of the inclusive
and radical nature of God.

What this means, is that we are called into deep conversation and
faithful relationships that honor the life and teaching of Jesus and our
lived experience. We are called to honor what has come before, as well
as discern new possibilities for where God 1s moving. Our faith is not a
template to be imposed upon us but is a living dialogue of possibility.

We may joke about committee meetings and the slow pace of change in
the church, but honest and faithful discernment, through prayer, study of
scripture, and communal conversation, is a remarkable thing. Our moral
center is not the law, but it is the life of Jesus Christ. Our rule for how
we order our life together is always shaped by the love and grace of
Jesus and the call to care for the least of these.

This means that we organize our lives in particular ways. It means we
are guided by the beatitudes and the fruit of the Spirit. It means we
constantly must check our motives and actions against the call of God to
be a blessing to others, and to be a foretaste and example of the kingdom
of God, where all are welcome.

There are many that say they believe in God, or that they are spiritual,
but they just don’t like organized religion. I don’t disagree with them
because often our organized religion is organized around things like the
color of carpet, or if we use pottery or polished silver for our
communion service. Or maybe it’s organized around how to limit God’s
grace or used to monitor where someone goes to the bathroom. I don’t
blame people for having no use for organized religion in this regard.



However, I think organized religion has a place, I have dedicated my life
to it. I think we need organized communities to live out our calling. I
believe God has created the church and called us together to do the work
of God in the world. But I want to suggest instead of thinking about the
church as organized religion, I suggest we think about it as an organizing
religion open to the movement of the Spirit — a movement that is
organized to exhibit and work for the good of all people — often in new
and unexpected way.

An organization that is organized to do justice and to love kindness and
to walk humbly with God. A community of faith that is organized to
demonstrate the fruit of the spirit: love, joy, peace, forbearance,
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. A people
that are called to be open to the guidance of the Holy Spirit, the
instruction of the scriptures, and formed by the life and ministry of Jesus
Christ. A gathering of spirits that is wide, welcoming, and diverse. Let
us be the church and organize to protect the planet, advocate for the
poor, welcome the outcast, reject racism and dismantle white
supremacy, forgive often, fight for the powerless, embrace difference,
love God, and demonstrate God’s love in return. If we do this, we will
do well.

Amen.



