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How do we deal with our differences? In any family, church, marriage, friendship, or partnership, we face this ongoing dilemma of coming to terms with our differences. Some of us think fast and talk fast; others of us think slowly and carefully y and speak with few words. Some of us are highly organized, and some of us are messy and sluggish. Some of us like to spend time with people; others of us need more time alone. Some of us thrive on change, and some of us resist change. We’ve got lots of differences, and dealing with them is never easy. But if we don’t come to terms with our differences, we can end up stuck in frustration, tension and anger--- conflict! 

I don’t know about you, but in the face of conflict, I’ve sometimes found myself saying that if other people would just think and do like I think, then everything would be alright. How’s that for a self-centered view? But if indeed we were all alike, we’d be bored to death with too much sameness. After awhile, I get bored with myself. I need to be around others, to remove the stagnation of too much focus on myself. 

We are all incomplete without others around us; that’s why we need church. We need friendships and community; we need to be around others who are different from us, who can challenge us, stretch us, and invite us to new levels of awareness and connectedness. Without a faith community, we consign ourselves to the Lonesome Road of isolation and sameness. The question then is not urging you to be like, or think like me or agree with me; but the question is: Can we offer respect for one another? Can we learn from one another, understand one another, and love one another, even when we disagree? When we deal with conflict, our goal is not agreement, but understanding, love.

It’s comforting to me to know that the early church faced this issue of conflict head on. Conflict is normal; it’s part of every relationship. One of the first crucial issues the early church faced was: How do we deal with our differences? They were asking: Can we respect one another, learn from one another, understand one another, and love one another, even when we disagree?

They must have been a lot like us. In this church it is a gift of grace that we can find enough common ground to keep us together in spite of our differences. The differences can be staggering: We have different preferences in hymns; some want old gospel songs, and some want new hymns with inclusive language. Some would rather have the color of the paint on the wall to be blue; some want white, and some yellow. Some want different light fixtures in our classrooms... Some would rather have pews, and some chairs. Some want the room temperature to be cool, and some want it warm. Some like lots of silence, some like no silence. Some like contemporary music; others like classical music. 

Some like lively, spontaneous worship; others want formal worship with predictable elements. Some like crosses and candles; others want rousing singing and spontaneous amens. Some of us want the mission budget to equal our operating budget; others say the mission budget is the place where the budget should be cut. Some of us want a welcoming statement that explicitly includes homosexual Christians; others say we’re already welcoming. We have different wants and needs, different theological viewpoints, different preferences, different styles, and different views.

But we all have this in common: our basic humanity and our affirmation that Jesus is Lord.

The early church had the same common ground, and they had their differences and conflict too. As the early church got started, many Gentiles—non-Jews—were converted and wanted to become members of the church. But the Jewish Christians had a problem with this. Their mindset was well formed; the Jews were God’s chosen people. Therefore God seemed to be the "peculiar possession of the Jews." (Wm. Barclay). Jesus was a Jew. 

Given this Jewish mentality, their question was: Before a male Gentile could become a member of the Christian church, is it necessary that he be circumcised and live by the Law of Moses? In other words, must a Gentile first become a Jew in order to become a Christian? Or, could a Gentile be welcomed directly into the church? The more conservative group said they had to become Jews. In the little church in Antioch Paul and Barnabus argued that the Gentiles should be accepted based on their faith. Others said no, no. The church was in a deadlock. Conflict!

How did they make a decision? It’s clear that these early Christians were not Baptists. If they had been Baptists, they would have called for a vote of all the members. The word of the vote would spread, and everybody would come to church that day. Then they’d vote it up or down. "All in favor of the Gentiles becoming Jews first, raise your hand. Count them. Now all in favor of accepting the Gentiles without requiring circumcision, raise your hand. Count them. No, it looks too close to call. We’ll have to take a secret ballot." Everybody’s stomach would be in knots. Tension everywhere! The early church did not follow the Baptist way; they had another approach. 

They decided to use a conflict-resolution strategy. They got a third party to mediate their dispute. They went to the dispute settlement center at the headquarters of the church, in Jerusalem. Before this Jerusalem Council, Paul and Barnabus told their story, laying out the facts about how God had been moving through their work, converting the Gentiles and bringing them into the fold. But there were some hardliner Pharisees on the Jerusalem Council, and they argued that the Gentiles must first become Jews. But Paul and Barnabus kept telling them what God had been doing by bringing about so many conversions of the Gentiles.

Their dilemma was familiar. Who is in, and who is out? Is the gift of God for the select few or for all the world? We have divisions in our day too. Some of us remember in the 1960’s in some churches, the deacons and leaders stood on the front steps of their churches, arm in arm, to bar African Americans from coming to worship. It was shameful! Today we still find churches closing their ranks by economic class, with unintentional or intentional efforts to discourage some people from coming. Is this church welcome to all people, regardless of a person’s background or class or sexual orientation? 

Is our welcome a matter of mere tolerance of differences? Or is it a matter of learning to love as God loves? Do we have a right to vote to prevent anybody from coming to Christ’s table? The conflict in the early church was a familiar one: Who’s at the table? Who will be welcome at Christ’s table?

The elders at the Jerusalem headquarters came to a decision. They had listened to the strict Jewish view: "Faith means earning God’s favor by being Jewish, keeping the Law." They also listened to Peter: "Faith consists of throwing ourselves on the love and mercy of God." Does God’s grace extend to all people, or just to a chosen few?

As they discussed the matter, the weight of the argument began to favor opening the doors to Gentiles. As James said, "We need to stop making things difficult for the Gentiles."

The final opinion favored inclusion, openness, love. But to the strict Jews it felt like they were losing something, some status quo, some place of privilege and honor, some power.

Their situation reminds me of a story I heard from Fred Craddock. The circus had come to town; and one day a little boy went to the circus ground. He didn’t have any money. The ticket master at the gate said, "Sonny, aren’t you going in? It’s time for the circus to start." The boy said, "I don’t have a ticket." "Well then, buy a ticket." "But I don’t have any money." The ticket master said, "I tell you what. You come back tomorrow afternoon at our matinee at 3 o’clock right after school, and I’m gonna let you in free."

It was hard for the boy to sleep that night. They next day school lasted forever. Finally, the bell rang. He ran to the circus ground and stood there, waiting for the man to say, "Alright, Johnny, you can go in free." In a few moments the man said, "Alright, boys and girls---you can ALL go in free." There were probably 35 or 40 girls and boys who went in. 

When they all went in, one was left outside---that little boy, Johnny. "It’s free," the ticket man said. "Aren’t you gonna go in?" The little boy said, "I’ve decided I don’t want to go. I thought the ticket was just for ME."

Why did he feel this way? He had spent the night with one blessed thought: "He’s going to give ME a free ticket. Now he’s giving everybody a free ticket. It’s not the same."

He had developed a sense of entitlement. It still happens today. We all want to be "special," to feel that we are entitled to a better position, a more important role. We know we are all equals, but some of us ought to be a little more equal than others. If everybody comes in, I may lose my place, my position, my power. Then I may not be one of the chosen few. Now I’m just one of the chosen many.

If God’s grace is given to everybody, then what about standards? The Jerusalem Council sent a letter to the church at Antioch. It was a "welcoming statement" for the Gentiles. But they also added some Jewish regulations. The newly converted Gentiles would be welcome, but they would follow the Jewish food laws and obey the commandments. While God’s grace is given for nothing we do, there are some behaviors considered Godly and normative for Christians.

In essence, once we are converted, the challenges of faith have only begun. Then comes the task of discipleship, continuing the ministry of Jesus. We recall that we were told by Jesus that we would do greater works than he did. (John 14:12) Last Sunday at the close of worship Worth Lutz sounded a call for workers for our new Watts Street Habitat house. He said that in his Sunday school class that morning they had been split over whether salvation was by grace or works. So, to cover all your bases, Worth said, you’d better come sign up to work. 

If we took a vote about who is worthy of God’s love, we might have very few of us make it in. We are much harder on ourselves than God is. God welcomes all of us to the table. Our job is not to draw the circle tighter, but to open the circle wider.

Our text invites us to take a look at our own life together at Watts Street. The text leaves us with two major questions. 1. How do we deal with diversity? How do we deal with people who are different from us here? How do we deal with people of color, people from different economic classes or different nationalities. What welcoming statement do we offer to the homosexual Christians among us? The conclusion of the elders of the church is Jerusalem was: "Don’t make it difficult for people who are different form us. See what powerful work God is doing among us. God is breaking down the walls of division; our job is to cooperate with the work God is doing."

2. In our church how do we make decisions on crucial issues? Sometimes the traditional Baptist way of majority vote may not be the best way to decide God’s will. Patience is needed. We need to be patient with each other. We may need to call a Clearness Committee, as the Quakers do. We may need to go consult a third party, a group of wisdom figures like the Jerusalem Council. We need to help one another see how God is already leading us as a community.

It seems to me that this story is teaching us to look at how God is already moving, working, reconciling among us. Rather than coming to a decision based on what my parents thought, or what my lifelong prejudice has been, maybe we should do as Paul and Barnabus did. They kept telling the story of what God had been doing among them, how God was bringing conversions of those who were "Gentiles."

Rather than defending some old mindset, they let God lead the way.

They trusted God at work among them. It sounds like a pretty good way to settle our differences too.

So may it be. Amen.
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