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Text: Acts 11:1-18 

Theme: A Vision and A Voice  

 

Harold approached me before services last week and suggested that 

we invite someone like Pastor Paul to make a presentation (at one of 

our forums) on some of the changes that have occurred in the life of 

the larger church over the last sixty years – to coincide with our 60th 

anniversary.  I thought it was a wonderful idea and immediately some 

dates went through my mind: 

1970: the first woman was ordained in the Lutheran church  

1988: three church bodies became the ELCA 

1994: we established guidelines for Lutheran-Jewish relations 

1997: we adopted the first of six full communion agreements 

2009: our church adopted the social statement on human sexuality 
 

And even though there are many more events that could be high-

lighted in that brief time period, these are the ones that I remember 

because I was involved in / each of them / at some level.   
 

As a lay leader I served on synod council when the three Lutheran 

church bodies folded into one.  When I discerned a call to ordained 

ministry I was able to pursue that call because the path was now open 

to women.  I stood next to one of our bishops when we hosted a 

service of reconciliation with the local Jewish community to repudiate 

the anti-Jewish views of Martin Luther.  I was a voting member at the 

1997 ELCA Churchwide Assembly when we adopted the first full 

communion partnerships with three other denominations.  And I 

ended my term as an assistant to the bishop in Southwestern 

Pennsylvania Synod working with church leaders after the adoption of 

the social statement on human sexuality.   
 

Major changes to the church come after decades of conversation and 

debate and not without some level of conflict.  The ELCA is already 

engaged in another conversation and study that is bringing more 

lively discussions.  This time the discussion surrounds the invitation 

we make at the time of Holy Communion.   

When you read our bulletin closely we state that if you are baptized 

and believe in Jesus Christ you are welcome to this the Lord’s Supper.  

And if you are not baptized you are invited to come forward to 

receive a blessing. 
 

This may not seem like a major issue but it is and the conversation 

will include a theological study on the relationship between baptism 

and the Eucharist and whether baptism and belief in Jesus Christ 

should preclude people from receiving the bread and wine, the body 

and blood of Christ. 
 

There is a quote that states –  

Christians are like porcupines in a snowstorm.  We need each other to 

keep warm but we prick each other if we get too close.   
 

Since the time of the Reformation we, as Lutherans, are used to 

debating difficult issues but the last thing we want is for any conflict 

to destroy the church.  And since the church is made up of fallen 

human beings an equal concern is to ensure our personal biases do not 

stand in the way of the will of God.   
 

In the Gospel of John the foundation of our work today is grounded in 

a new commandment.  We hear … just as Christ has loved us so we 

are to love one another.  This is how everyone will know that we are 

his disciples (and then it is repeated again) if we have love for one 

another.  And it is in the lesson from Acts that love is tested. 
 

The apostles and the believers have a dispute with Peter so they wait 

for him to arrive in Jerusalem before they call him on the carpet for 

breaking the rules.  What was his crime?  Peter preached the word of 

God to a man named Cornelius and to other Gentiles and in the midst 

of his preaching the Holy Spirit came upon these men and women.  

So he ordered them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ.  This 

may not seem like a major issue but it was … the gospel message had 

not yet been received by outsiders and the leadership was not sure if it 

should be. 
 

However, Peter is a beloved disciple of Christ and a trusted leader in 

the faith community.  He has been with Christ since the start of his 

ministry.   

 



He has no hidden agendas and he is not self-serving so the church 

leaders are willing to confront their trusted colleague and open up the 

discussion.  They present their case to Peter and then they invite him 

to defend his actions.   
 

And he explains himself – step by step – without anyone interrupting 

him.  He tells them his story … how he had a vision that came from 

God.  And then these three men arrived at his house and wanted to 

take him to the home of Cornelius and it was the Spirit who told him 

to go.  And Peter went and preached among the Gentiles and the Holy 

Spirit fell upon them just as it had fallen upon Peter and the other 

disciples … and what was he to do? 
 

God gave these Gentile people the very same gift that God gave to the 

apostles and believers when they came to know the Lord Jesus Christ 

so Peter ends his rebuttal with this question …  

Who was I that I could hinder God? 
 

Peter convinced those (who at first questioned him) that it was God 

who did not intend to exclude anyone from the community of God’s 

care.  Peter was not looking to break the rules nor was he trying to 

cause a disturbance among the believers.  It was God who intervened 

in his life through a vision and a voice, calling Peter to overcome his 

prejudices and see his mission in broader terms.  Ultimately Peter 

invited his accusers to think about what they would have done if they 

were in the same position … 

Would they, could they, have acted differently? 
   

Whether we are talking about the church or our personal lives, this 

short passage is filled with some wonderful suggestions on how to 

approach conflict.  Our text suggests that we are to have direct 

communication with the other person when trying to resolve our 

differences.  The apostles and believers waited for Peter to arrive in 

the city before they started the debate.  They did not send him a text 

message or an email telling him what he did wrong.  I counsel people 

all the time … there is no room for texting and/or emailing when in 

conflict because all it does is lead to misinterpretation and there is no 

opportunity for open and honest dialogue.   
 

Our text also indicates that conflict is more easily resolved when we 

put God at the center of our work to reach some kind of resolution.  

When we eliminate God then we normally leave the situation in an 

emotional mess.  When we let God do the work through us then we 

have the possibility of seeing a new reality.  And did you catch that 

the apostles and believers sat quietly and listened to what Peter had to 

say – without interruption?  This too is so difficult for us to do some-

times.   
 

We will always have conflict in our lives because we are human.  But 

let our praise be to God because the church still exists even after we 

debated the validity of ordaining women and even after we merged 

three church bodies into one.  We now stand stronger with the Jewish 

community because of our ability to seek forgiveness.  We now stand 

stronger with our ecumenical partners because of the adoption of our 

full communion agreements.  And in the social statement on human 

sexuality our church has made room for a variety of opinions to co-

exist under the same house.  I trust the same will be true after our 

conversation ensues about who may come to the Lord’s Table.   
 

Paul Tillich says the first duty of love is to listen.  The lesson from 

Acts tells us that the second duty of love is to see love through the 

eyes of God and through the work of the Holy Spirit.  Amen    


