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Hearing God Communally
Introductory talk for first BUS Residential Council May 18th-19th 2010     
Acts 15: 1-35
Introduction
This is an extraordinarily important episode in Luke’s account of the Early Church.  It has been argued that structurally and theologically and missiologically the Council of Jerusalem forms the very fulcrum of Acts.  Certainly by any standards, it is a key watershed in the expansion of the Gospel.
And as you know, and as many of us have preached many times, the stakes were very high indeed.  God’s Spirit had been powerfully at work. Cornelius and his family, God-fearing Gentile that they were, had been converted.   God surely was accepting them as the Spirit of God fell on them.   A new church at Antioch in Syria had been planted, wonderfully cosmopolitan, - with, again - mainly Greek-speaking Gentiles. And then Paul and Barnabas had found themselves part of an extraordinary move of God among the Gentiles on their first missionary journey.   It all seemed so clear.  Here was the O.T vision being fulfilled of the nations streaming to Zion.  Here was a fulfilment of Christ’s words when the Greeks asked to see Jesus.  ‘Unless a grain of wheat falls into the ground and dies it remains only a single seed. But if it dies it bears much fruit.’      

But now the backlash!  A group of Jewish converts, former Pharisees, took it upon themselves to go down to Antioch and question where all this was going. ‘Surely, they said, ‘to be truly part of God’s covenant people, you need to adopt the covenant dentity mark, namely circumcision’.   They were not questioning whether Gentiles could be converted or not, that was obvious, but what they were arguing was that to be truly converted they needed to submit to the whole Mosaic package.   Notice how fundamental it was (look at v.1)    And Paul and Barnabas immediately saw, with great clarity, that this was life and death stuff.   To have conceded here would have been to utterly defuse the dynamite of the Gospel.  It would have been to deny that salvation is all of God’s grace, all of Christ, all appropriated simply by faith.  It would have been to allow a fatal cultural captivity of the church.   But the problem was Antioch was a new congregation.  They were at a considerable distance from the mother church, most of the Apostles were not around – and so Antioch sent a delegation, including Paul and Barnabas to Jerusalem.

And the ensuing Council is a wonderful affair: warm, wise, conciliatory, robust, eirenical, prophetic, winsome, spiritual, missional, encouraging – everything you could have wished for!  I just love the way it all ends (look at v30 -33).  For us it forms a unique model of how God’s new covenant people are meant to hear God communally.  And out of the many things we could explore, there are three features of this Jerusalem Council I want us to reflect on.

1. First, communal discernment is a messy business.  

I find it interesting and somewhat reassuring that there is no single revelatory moment when suddenly God speaks unmistakably.  There is no Belshazzer-like writing on the wall; no communal Damascus Road encounter.  Rather there was a process, there was a journey to be travelled, there was a series of key-note speakers, there were most probably different sessions (v.6 seems to imply one session, v.12 perhaps another, and again v.22).  
But more than that, there is not only process; there is struggle.  Make no mistake, emotions were running high. The ‘sharp dispute’ of verse 2 is still there in Jerusalem.  Everyone is trying to grapple with the issues. (v.7 ‘After much discussion)  Eugene Person in the Message paraphrases it, ‘The arguments went on and on, back and forth, getting more and more heated’.   In other words, God does not bypass our intellects and emotions, our personalities and our backgrounds – and that’s why we struggle and why it can all be a bit messy.  Any understanding of communal discernment which doesn’t take into account the feebleness of our spiritual senses and the static of our human frailty and at times the sheer blindness of our sinfulness will be an overly-triumphant understanding.   
There are many ways to read the Parable of the Sower.  But one way of reading it is to see it as a story about how to hear God’s Word, and maybe this is why the Synoptic writers put this parable first.  Sometimes when we are together we hear God’s prophetic voice but we are so hard-panned that the Evil One snatches it away; sometimes we hear God speak and accept it but it makes little difference because we move on far too quickly (like shallow soil); sometimes God’s Word is choked by the thorns and thistles of our over-full agendas.   But here, at this first ecumenical Council, for all the messiness, there was good soil.  
2.  Here’s my second observation: Communal discernment is a costly business
Precisely because hearing God is so impeded by our human frailty, communal discernment becomes a profoundly demanding discipline.    And here at the Council of Jerusalem there were at least four ways that corporate discipline was exercised.
a. First there was an active and attentive listening.

I love Luke’s words in v. 12 ‘The whole assembly became silent as they listened’ . Suddenly, it seems there as a holy stillness, an expectation, that fell on the whole gathering.  Eugene Peterson again: ‘There was dead silence.  No one said a word. With the room quiet, Barnabas and Paul reported matter-of-factly on the miracles and wonders God had done among the other nations through their ministry.  The silence deepened, you could hear a pin drop.’   They had already listened carefully to Peter tell of his remarkable experience at Caesarea with Cornelius but now they listened with even more wrapped attention.   Here was an outstanding missionary duo and as the church listened they realised this was not just one more story among many (this was no mere democratic process where every voice is equal) but here was a defining story.  My hope is that over the next 24 hours we will learn to listen to each other a little bit better and to discern those stories which are truly defining for us.
I don’t know about you but one of my weaknesses is that sometimes when someone is speaking I can find myself rehearsing my response before they’ve even finished!  How we need to learn to listen with our hearts as well as our heads.  I went to the Annual Business meeting of the Scottish Quakers last year and I was impressed with their practice that after every contribution they always had a moment of silence to think and pray and weigh what had been said.
b. Second, there was prominence given to Scripture

Having heard Peter’s experience and his theological reflection; having listened to the testimony of Paul and Barnabas, James – clearly the Council chairman - stands up and opens the Scriptures.   And he turns to Amos 9, about the re-building of David’s fallen tent, about the restoration of a new Israel and a new humanity, which, pointedly, includes the Gentiles (v. 17).   Here is Scripture being given its place, a people who seek to live under the rule of Christ by living under the rule of his Word.   I’ve mentioned in one or two places the delightful Mennonite practice that when they struggle to make a decision they seek to ground their discussions in a carefully chosen portion of Scripture; and then at various points someone may interrupt discussion by ‘calling for the Gospel to be read’.  I wonder what particular Scriptures could inform our time together here – a Psalm of lament, the letters to the Seven Churches in Revelation, the Gospel story of Jesus sending the Seventy?
c. The third discipline is this: a commitment of loyalty to each other in order to make it a safe place to explore a revolutionary proposal.
We don’t know how long this Council in Jerusalem lasted, how many hours, probably how many days.  But implied throughout Acts 15 is a clear sense of corporate responsibility; what the Quakers delightfully call ‘a company of the committed’ (v.22. ‘then the apostles and elders, with the whole church decided.’ ) 

Let’s be honest; it’s easy for us to come here and see this time very much as a ‘take it or leave it experience’.  If nothing really significant happens, well, we simply return to our respective places of work and our home churches – and get on with life.  But part of the idea of a residential council, with a strong encouragement to stay throughout, is to model something counter-cultural, to model community commitment, to model something that may just be a mild antidote to our rife Baptist individualism and our lack of a doctrine of the church beyond the local.  
And the reason this is important is that without us being really committed to a process of discernment then this will not be a safe place for you or me to share risky things.   If you or I felt that as soon as we opened our mouth our theology would be criticised or our unorthodox comment would be gossiped about, then we will say nothing and the Spirit of God may be grieved.   We are very different sorts of people here, but we are a gift to each other, royal priests together to discover the mind of the Apostle and Priest of our Faith.

d.. But the final way corporate discipline was exercised here in Acts 15 is by far the most demanding – and it was the willingness to allow the conversation to actually change minds.   

I don’t know if any of you have come across the writings of Mark Davis on the ‘art of conversation’.  Mark would make a distinction between discussion and conversation suggesting that conversation, particularly spiritual conversation, is (I quote) ‘the freedom to speak to each other in an open and honest way, devoid of judgement and characterised by attentive, respectful, empathetic listening’.   And for him, key to this is (a) there are no set outcomes (b) the whole person is involved – body, mind and spirit (c) the conversation takes place in safety and (d) crucially – it’s really possible that change in our thinking will take place.’

For me the great hero of this Council in Jerusalem is James, James the Just, James the brother of Jesus and author of the letter by that name.  James is the classic conservative Palestinian Jew. James was no doubt cautious.  James, as the leader of the mother church, stands to lose most.  We don’t really know the relationship between Acts 15 and the other famous debate on this issue in Galatians 2.  Some think they are describing the same event; it seems to me Galatians 2 happened first; but just note what is said in Galatians 2: 11-12.  ‘Men came from James’ supporting a  separation of Jew and Gentile’  It seems that James was now here in Acts 15 shifting his ground as he listened and prayed and wrestled with the issue.  

Let me put it like this.   For me the greatest challenge of communal discernment is that it requires a self-empting, a Philippians 2 –Jesus-like kenosis, a letting go, what the Mennonite call a shedding of pre-conceived ideas; and it is for precisely this reason that when you see a disparate group of Christian people aligning themselves together around a proposal, as here, it is a wonderful Jesus-like thing to witness.   James nails the issue; he will not give in to his friends in the circumcision party; yet as a wise leader he also calls for concessions so that there is no needless provocation among the Jewish believers. 

3.  Finally, communal discernment is a supernatural business.
The Acts of the Apostles is often referred to as ‘The Acts of the Holy Spirit’ and for good reason. Throughout Acts, from Pentecost onwards, there are endless references to the person and work of the Spirit: Ananias and Sapphira ‘lied to the Spirit’, Stephen was ‘full of the Spirit’, Philip was ‘caught up by the Spirit’, Cornelius was ‘baptised with the Spirit’, Paul and his companions were ‘restrained by the Spirit’ - and so on.  But here in Acts 15 there are no references at all to the work of the Spirit at the council (there’s a past reference in v.8) and yet – when they come to write their summary letter - they say famously v.28 ‘It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us.’ 

In other words, though there are no overt signs of the Spirit at work in prophesy or tongues or a word of knowledge or a miracle, there nevertheless was a profound communal consciousness of the presence and ministry of the Spirit. As Peter spoke on the Spirit falling on Cornelius’ household, no doubt they felt the Spirit again; as Barnabas and Paul talked of the signs following the conversion of the Gentiles, the Spirit was no doubt stirring hearts, and as James expounded Amos 9 the Spirit opened eyes.  For Luke, Acts 15 was as supernatural an occasion as the healing of the cripple by Gate Beautiful and as miraculous as Peter’s release from prison.   Only the Spirit of God can take a group of angular, argumentative, awkward and at times arrogant believers and lead them to such a unanimous and conciliatory position.  We hear nothing more of the circumcision party.  

· I am reminded of the first year physics lesson why you scatter iron filings over a piece of paper and then draw a magnet over it and they all align in intriquing regular patterns     There is here both movement and moment, all the work of the one and same magnetic Spirit.
How do we hear God communally?  There really is only one answer; ultimately it is only by the work of the ‘go-between God’, the Holy Spirit.  Just turn with me to 1 Cor. 2:10-12; 16.  In my sabbatical studies last year I summarised it by saying that communal discernment is both a gift and a grace of the Spirit.  Certainly discernment is a gift (part of the list of the gifts of the spirit in 1 Cor. 12: v10 (‘the distinguishing between spirits’) but it is also a grace.  It happens by the gradual renewing of our minds, by the incremental development of communal virtues, by our slowly but surely learning to walk close to the Shepherd; the one who said, ‘His sheep follow him for they know his voice.’
Let me end with two stories. 
The first is part of our very life-blood; our own Baptist council of Jerusalem: Easter 1791 at a meeting of Northamptonshire Baptist ministers help at Clipstone.  A young William Carey proposed the formation of a society to convert the Gentiles; and how he was resisted by the Pharisaical party of his day (the high Calvinists) but how the James of his day (Andrew Fuller) led his support.  But what I love is the throw-away comment by Earnest Payne, centuries later, one of Jonathan’s illustrious predecessors: ‘It only takes one clearly seen idea to make a prophet’ .

The second is from the biography of Bishop Stephen Neill, a great hero of mine, in his book ‘God’s apprentice.’ He tells the story of the founding of the United Church of South India.

‘The man who touched the log and released the jam was not one of the great prelates and leaders, but the quietest of Methodist missionaries, the Rev T.R. Foulger, a man so modest and humble that I cannot remember any other occasion on which his voice was heard on the committee.  He spoke very quietly and simply told us that we had talked long enough, and that the time had come for action; we must go back to our churches and tell them that we must say an unequivocal ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to the Scheme that had been so carefully prepared and long debated.  We knew that day that we were listening to the voice of God, and that we must obey or perish.’
Andrew Rollinson May 2010
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