
The Turn from Fundamentalism: Part One  
 

The story we find ourselves in is a remarkable story: 

 

of creation and catastrophe;  

of walking with God in the cool of the day; 

of ambition gone wrong; 

of God calling people; 

of God wrestling with people  

stretching them to their limits;  

of people in all their flawed, outrageous humanity,  

elusive, complicated and ambiguous; 

of warriors and poets, of prophets and priests,  

growing in their understanding of God and his love;  

of great turning points; 

of Jesus launching a revolution of love and forgiveness,  

and being killed for it, and then raised again. 

 

It’s the story of a movement on earth devoted to the notion that everyone – whoever they 

are and whatever they have done – can start over, be reborn, experience the forgiveness 

of God and learn to forgive others, and then discover within themselves the Spirit or 

breath of God. And all are included. All people are people.   

 

This story is for everyone, even a castrated Ethiopian: led before his own shearer when he 

was just a lamb, in his humiliation deprived of justice, left without descendants, even 

pierced for the transgressions of others, the sexual fears of others. So that in this story we 

find ourselves in, God relives even this man’s story, and now in God’s story, this story 

made sacred, this man can recover his lost innocence, be humiliated no more, and find 

himself.   

 

It’s an amazing story, but its ongoing success depends on certain things happening, on the 

church making certain kinds of decisions – and not others, on the church deciding over 

and over and over again for grace and acceptance, for honesty and realism, for 

understanding and common sense, for inclusion and not exclusion.  

 

At what is sometimes called the Conference of Jerusalem as recorded in Acts 15:1-35, we 

see the church making such a decision, and setting a precedent for us all to follow. The 

story begins ominously with “Some men came down from Judea to Antioch.” And 

suddenly in the church at Antioch there was sharp dispute and debate. Conflict broke out. 

Most of us don’t do conflict well. Most of us want to run for cover, or suppress our 

differences, pretend they don’t exist, or storm off in a huff and find a church that doesn’t 

have problems. But in doing any of these things we seriously misunderstand church and 

faith and conflict and life. It all goes back maybe to supposing that we have some kind of 

guarantee about our lives: no trouble, no failure, no disease, no pain, no disapproval, no 

criticism, no death. And the church will just go on for years with no conflict. And 



everyone will agree, always, about everything. But this only happens if no one’s thinking 

and no one’s growing.   

 

The truth is there has to be conflict. Conflict is a necessary part of healthy life. The 

church is always being called to look at new and very tough problems. And the answers 

aren’t easy. As a friend of mine often says, “For every significant problem there is an 

answer that is short, simple and wrong.” The gospel keeps facing new questions. The 

church in every age faces new questions. At the Conference of Jerusalem it was the 

relation between Jews and Gentiles. In nineteenth-century America it was the relation 

between slave and free. In twentieth-century America it was the relation between men 

and women. Currently it is the relation between gay and straight. And the answers aren’t 

easy. At first the same answer doesn’t occur to everybody. Later it may, but at first it 

doesn’t. Sometimes it’s a generational thing. Sometimes it’s a regional thing. Sometimes 

it’s an educational thing.   

 

What matters is not that there is conflict, but how the conflict is handled, by what 

principles is it resolved, and if people emerge from it more compassionate, caring, and 

insightful than they were before. Do people emerge from it larger and kinder people than 

they were before? 

 

So let’s trace what happens in the Conference of Jerusalem. There were two levels of 

issues taken on by that conference, and they still exist today. First, there was the question 

of legitimacy or “salvation.” The form that question took then was, “Unless you are 

circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved” (Acts 15:1). 

The specific issue was circumcision. The second level was the question of fellowship, in 

this case, table fellowship, sharing in the common meal (from which we get our 

communion service). And the specific issue was kosher food, clean or unclean food. 

 

There is a background to this conference recorded in Galatians 2:11-14. Peter had come 

to Antioch where a cosmopolitan church was tearing down the walls between Jews and 

Gentiles. And Peter loved what he saw, and jumped right in and ate with the Gentiles. 

But “when certain men came from James”, that is, came from Jerusalem, he pulled back 

and would no longer entirely fellowship the Gentiles. So Peter’s position was to concede 

legitimacy/salvation but to withhold full fellowship. And Paul rebukes Peter in front of 

“the whole church” (it seems) for his inconsistency, knowing that if you refuse 

fellowship, you are soon likely to refuse legitimacy. 

 

All of this leads to this gathering in Jerusalem of apostles, elders, and delegates from 

Antioch to consider admission requirement standards for Gentiles. And it turns into a 

classic conservative-liberal confrontation. Admittedly the terms “liberal” and 

“conservative” are at best tricky and in our heavily politicized time have become fighting 

words. So I’m usually hesitant to use those terms, but in this case at least it’s the best way 

to see the necessary application in our day and to catch the emotions of the moment. 

 

First, let’s take the conservative position (Acts 15:1,5), “Unless you are circumcised, 

according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved.” Consider carefully the 



support, the evidence, for this position. Try to relive this debate. Whom would you have 

found most persuasive?   

 

In support of this position is precedence, the way things have always been done in living 

memory, in fact, for centuries. To be right with God, guys have to be circumcised!   

 

In support of this position is Jesus’ own example. He was circumcised, kept the Sabbath, 

went to the Temple, kept kosher, observed the Passover. He had also said (Matthew. 

5:17-18) that he came “not to abolish the Torah but to fulfill it.”   

 

In support of this position is pragmatism. Concession on one point (circumcision) will 

bring down the whole structure (law and morality in general). “We’re about to be 

swamped by the lax ethical standards of the Gentiles,” they must have feared. Anything 

goes! Our morals are at stake. Life without law is directionless. And those who fall back 

on grace and love and trust are naïve. Moreover, our identity is at stake: because of the 

law we know who we are, and what God expects us to do.  Even our history – no! our 

survival – is at stake!  Because of the law we’ve survived exile, and foreign occupation, 

and Hellenism, and, well, everything. It’s the only thing that holds us together. 

 

Moreover, it’s a matter of simple justice, of fairness. How can people be right with God 

who have done so much less than we have? 

 

And then there’s Scripture! In AD 49, what was the evidence that the law had been 

repealed? Book, chapter, verse? Meanwhile, Genesis 17:10-14 says, God’s people—well, 

guys anyway—must be circumcised. “This is my covenant … . Every male among you 

shall be circumcised … . You are to undergo circumcision … . For generations to come 

… every male must be circumcised … . They must be circumcised … . It’s an everlasting 

covenant … . Any uncircumcised male will be cut off.” That’s the scripture they have in 

front of them. 

 

How could this position be wrong? And yet astonishingly it was. 

 – Dale Pauls 
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