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Peacemaking in a world of Conflict: Active Listening  Pastor Cindy Ehlke 
Acts 15:1-14, 19-20, 22-29         February 2, 2020 
 
Introduction: Today’s message is part of our series on conflict resolution.  Within 
the context of conflict resolution, one persistent theme for today is the role of 
identity in handling conflict.  If I were to ask each of you how you define your 
identity, likely you would all have different criterion.  As for me, the older I get the 
more Swedish I become.  In my kitchen, I have a trivet that says, it is hard to be 
humble when you are a Swede.  Although mostly unconscious, identity shapes 
who we are and affects our communication with others.  
 
Identity carries a lot of importance; it is a characteristic that is not always 
understood in resolving conflict.  However, identity is a lens through which we 
view events and it is operating either openly or under the surface in conflict.  Here 
is a definition of identity that has a bearing on our discussion.  A psychological 
identity relates to self-image (one's mental model of oneself), self-esteem, and 
individuality.  Identity dictates to a significant degree how one views oneself both 
as a person and in relation to other people. 
 
Identity plays a significant role in the conflict in today’s message.  Our scripture 
for today, Acts 15, recounts the events leading up to and including the first church 
council held in Jerusalem.  The events that took place are a model for handling 
conflict.  Lest we think that the conflict was handled smoothly and with little 
disagreement, think again.  I have chosen to read the account in Eugene 
Petersen’s The Message as it does not gloss over any details.  Rather than read 
along in your pew Bible, I would recommend that you listen to this account.  
(Read from The Message) 
 
The first step in resolving conflict in any setting is to identify the problem.  The 
dispute in Acts arose related to whether gentiles could become a part of the new 
Christian community.  At the time, the Christian Pharisees were adamant that 
only observant Jews were to be in the new Christian community.  Gentiles would 
be considered outsiders because they were not circumcised.  This was deeply 
significant.  Circumcision goes back to accounts in Genesis where Abraham and 
his descendants were chosen by God as his favored people.  Circumcision was the 
symbol of this covenant relationship with God as his chosen people.  By the time 
of Acts, this covenant relationship had been in place for many generations, 
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spanning hundreds of years.  Because circumcision distinguished Jews as heirs of 
God’s promises to Abraham, many Jewish Christians saw this as a prerequisite to 
entering the kingdom.  
 
To the credit of those in attendance, both sides of the argument were heard.  This 
was very important and illustrates the need for each side to listen to one another 
when in conflict.  There was the input from Barnabas and Paul who report on 
their recent journeys and how God had used them to open up to the gentiles, 
“the outsiders.”  Then there was the stance of the Pharisees who were holding to 
the “party line,” saying gentiles had to be circumcised.  Eugene Peterson said it 
well in his paraphrase, “You have to circumcise the pagan converts.”  Can you feel 
the tension?  I can imagine the struggle that was brewing.  In a way it is reassuring 
that we have descriptions of this meeting that do not gloss over the conflict, but 
let it be out there for our edification.  After all, we would not want to think that 
these people were saints and that our struggles in church show that we have a 
long way to go in solving conflict.  
 
Peter then presented an eloquent case for including the gentiles in the new 
Christian faith.  He stated that God made it quite clear that he wanted the 
“pagans” to hear the good news and embrace it.  He stated that the Holy Spirit 
was given to them as he gave it to us.  
 
After this speech, there was dead silence.  As a result, a decision was made to not 
over burden the gentiles with all the Mosaic laws.  A compromise was reached.  
What is particularly significant was the way the message was communicated, both 
in a letter and in person.  “it seemed to the Holy Spirit and to us that you should 
not be saddled with any crushing burden, but be responsible only for these bare 
necessities.  Be careful not to get involved in activities connected to idols, avoid 
serving food offensive to Jewish Christians and to guard the morality of sex and 
marriage.”  
 
In the book Reconcile, the resource for these series of messages, there is some 
good advice about how significant listening is to resolving conflict.  
 
First of all, it is important to realize that we come into such discussions with some 
personal viewpoints already in place.  That is where our identity comes into play.  
How we are shaped, how our attitudes were formed and how we see ourselves 
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form a lens from which what we hear others say is interpreted.  Unless we make 
an effort to truly listen to the other person’s point of view, we will not be giving 
the conflict proper attention.  In the book Reconcile, there is this pertinent 
comment: “In conflict, before we even hear what the other side has said, we 
assume we know what they mean.  We have already attached motives to their 
messages.  Often, even before they have finished, we are developing our 
response.  Such dynamics make it difficult to say what we really mean or hear 
what the others really mean.”  When that happens, it can put up a roadblock to 
coming to agreement on a compromise.  One technique for breaking this cycle of 
misunderstanding is to practice active listening.  Paraphrasing what was just said 
helps us to see if what we heard is what the other person meant.  Just this week, I 
had the experience of using paraphrasing to assess what a young man was trying 
to tell me. (both spoken paraphrasing and visual paraphrasing) 
 
A second technique that is not often presented is one of treating listening as a 
spiritual discipline.  This kind of listening leads to a deeper level of communication 
because we interact with the other person as a person about whom we care.  This 
kind of deep listening is a form of agape, a self-sacrificing love which is 
demonstrated as true caring.  Much of what is taught about active listening is 
often associated with professional fields and it is seen primarily as a technique.  
But the author of our book suggests that a much deeper communication is 
possible when we treat listening as a form of prayer.  We seek to learn what God 
has in store for us.  
 
This form of listening is attentive awareness.  We slow down and listen for God to 
enter and speak to us.  This kind of awareness is based on relationship and love.  
This creates the space for transparency and understanding.  Listening is a way to 
seek God.  It helps us feel the presence and direction of what God is telling us.  
 
To return to the process in Acts 15, there are several references to the God’s 
activity in this process.  When Peter and Barnabas report to the assembly, they 
talk about how God had used them to reach out to the outsiders.  Later, when 
Peter addresses the group, he says that God made it very plain that he wanted 
the pagans to hear the message of good news.  Peter tells the gathering that God 
gave the gentiles the Holy Spirit just as He had to them.  The message was very 
clear: God wanted the racial outsiders to be included.  And in the letter that was 
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sent to the gentiles we see this statement: “it seemed to the Holy Spirit and to us 
that you should not be saddled with any crushing burden…” 
 
Think about the far-reaching results from this process.  First of all, the two sides of 
the argument were ironed out and the compromise was endorsed by the more 
conservative believers and with those who wanted more inclusivity in the new 
Christian movement.  It had direct results for those who would get the letter and 
then for those who would follow.  We cannot predict what would have happened 
if such an agreement was not reached.  However, those of us who call ourselves 
Christians should be grateful for what these early church fathers worked out.  
 
In closing, there are some principles of centered listening that are worth keeping 
in mind.  

• To have an attitude of humility and an openness to change. 

• Understanding is not about agreement but about having respect for 
differences of opinion. 

• Listening carefully to discover what is the meaning of the other person’s 
message. 

• Acknowledging that any one of us has only part of the truth in every 
situation. 

• The other person or persons will only be ready to listen if they perceive that 
they are being heard and understood. 

 
Personally, the biggest growth for me in this lesson is to treat listening as a sacred 
responsibility and that God is always the third person in an exchange with 
another.  


