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Stop harassing the Gentiles:
Theimportance of Acts 15 for African Theology.1

1.  Introduction.?

In the origin and development of African Theolothe bookThe Acts of the Apostlekas
been of considerable importance. Often we findaaini theologians referring to texts from the
book of Acts. This may be related to the fact thiaican Christians identify themselves easily
with the missionary situation as described in Huek. The issues of incipient Christian
communities in relationship to their traditionaltowal and political context are very
recognisable for the churches in Africa. Howevieeré are also theological reasons for the
centrality of the book of Acts in African Theolodgynfortunately, very little exegetical
material has been developed so far. This is qoiterary to Black Theology in South Africa,
whose most enduring legacy, according to Tinyikmm34aluleke, is its creativity in Biblical
hermeneuticé.Just as John Mbiti complained in the 1960s thactiurch in Africa was
lacking a theology,we might complain in African Theology today abthg lack of

significant Biblical hermeneutics.

A few central passages from the book of Acts apfeatand out in popularity among
African theologians. | have found several refersrinaarticles and books to Acts 2 (the
Pentecost event), Acts 10 (the conversion of CarsglActs 14 (especially vs. 17: ‘Yet he
has not left himself without testimony’), Acts Ith€ Council of Jerusalem) and Acts 17
(Paul's sermon at the Areopagus). In this articl@ht to concentrate on Acts 15: 1-35 as one
of the most often mentioned passages. Many wrigdes, in those books and articles, to Acts

15, but unfortunately usually without giving a psscexegesis. Most of them only hint at the
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meaning and importance of the passage for Afridagology. | will give some examples,
which are in no way exhaustive.

At an early stage, E. Bolaji Idowu wrote that tHeu@h in Africa came into being with
a prefabricated theology and that converts fourdgelves in the position of those early
converts before the Council of Jerusalem, by besggired to undergo some equivalent of
circumcision” Kwame Bediako refers, both in his PhD dissertafibaology and Identitgnd
his laterChristianity in Africa often to the book of ActsHis references to Acts15 are usually
related to the issue of the Judaisers and Pabtkase who ensured that Gentiles would feel
at home in the Gospélustin Ukpong mentions Acts 15, relating it tou¢snodel and
approach to inculturation, while hinting that thest fights against the imposition of Jewish
culture® Eugene Hillman quotes Acts 15 in support of héslically new attitude’ towards a
thoroughgoing Africanization of Christianity in Adéa°’ Kwesi Dickson devotes in his book
Uncompleted Missioguite a few pages to ‘mission in the Acts of theogghes’ in which he
also writes on the Council of Jerusal&hiccording to him mission in Africa is uncompleted
due to the exclusivist character of Christian noissespecially by excluding Gentile
traditions** Though the last writer is more serious on exegésssill remains quite general.
We must register a lack of thorough Biblical exeéges$ the book of Acts in general and Acts

15 in particular. One exception is the dissertatibMbachu Hilary, entitledinculturation
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Theology of the Jerusalem Council in Acts: An Iregn for the Igbo Church Todawhich
| have gratefully consultel.

In this article | want to elaborate on the exege$iacts 15 and examine its importance
for African Theology. From the above it seems tha passage plays quite a fundamental
role in the existence of African Theology. Thawisy | will, firstly, draw the contours of the
discourse in which this text is functioning in Afain theological thinking. Secondly, | will
carefully try to understand the theology of the sjatic Council as given by Luke. Finally, |
will bring the first and second sections togethediawing out the implications of the

Apostolic Council for African Theology.

2. The Discour se.

Before plunging straight into the exegesis of Adsit is important to demonstrate the
discourse in which Acts 15 plays such a centra.rol this way | also want to reveal, right
from the beginning, my agenda for reading ActsM$.hermeneutic presuppositions will
therefore be explicit in order that nobody needsguer hidden interests. Surely, | want to
examine whether Acts 15 can be used in suppohteotery existence of African Theology, as

some African Theologians seem to suggest.

2.1 Therootsof African Theology.

The official beginning of African Theology is oftenarked by the publication &fes Prétres
noires s’ interrogen{'Some black priests wonder’) published in 1956lgyroup of Roman
Catholic priests from Zair€ After that a host of publications followed both Rgman
Catholic and Protestant theologians. Though itffcdlt to retrieve all streams in African
Theology under one heading, it is possible to ifiegsbme basic roots for the origin and
development of African Theology. John Parratt idesst two fundamental shortcomings of
Western missionary Christianity as the main rdbEhese were expressed in the following

two areas of complaint: (1) Western missionary §fanity was an ally of the colonial
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process. As Christianity came together with a systéinjustice and oppression, it had from
the beginning a wrong ‘marriage’ with political pemwin Africa. Though this critique of
missionary Christianity as ‘colonialism at praykss been relativized in later peridds was
a strong emotion pitted against the former misgiesa(2) Western missionary Christianity
devalued African culture and dismissed African itrtadal religion as heathen and pagan.
They stressed the discontinuity of the new Chistedigion with the former traditional
religious life. In order to substantiate this pomiany authors quote the following, by now
famous, statement of Edward Fasholé-Luke:

Western Missionaries stressed aspects of discatytinetween Christianity
and African cultures and traditional religion tacbuan extent that they
excluded the aspects of continuity between Chngtiaand African cultures
and religion. They condemned without proper evabmaéfrican religious
beliefs and practices and substituted Westernralléuind religious practices.
This had the effect of making it impossible foreagon to be a Christian and
remain genuinely and authentically an Africén.

According to Parratt, these two shortcoming of\tiestern missionary movement have led to
the two chief concerns of African Theology, namatythe one hand its relationship with
political power, and on the other its relationsiith African culture'’ These concerns grew
later into the development of the two main streafm&frican theology, namely the ‘liberation
stream’ and the ‘inculturation stream’. The liberaists were, generally, more concerned
with the political implications of the gospel, wéithe inculturationists concentrated, almost
exclusively, on issues of (traditional) culture.e0uf the main representatives of the liberation
stream in Africa was Black Theology in Southerniédr while African Theology was
concerned with inculturatioff.

According to Parratt, these two streams had a camwnigin in the rejection of
missionary Christianity. The relationship betwelea liberation and inculturation streams,

however, has not always been cordial, especiailyesiohn Mbiti attacked Black Theology so

15. The book of Lamin Sannehranslating the Message: The Missionary Impact attute
(Maryknoll: Orbis Books,1989) is a good example.

16. E. Fasholé-Luke, ‘Introduction’ in E. Fasholékke, R. Gray, A. Hastings, and G. Tasie
(eds.),Christianity in Independent Africd.ondon: Rex Collings, 1978), 357.

17. ParrattA Reader in African Christian Theology.

18. See for terminology and the theological develept of these streams: E. Mart@yrican
Theology: Inculturation and LiberatiofMaryknoll: Orbis Books, 1993).



severely in an early stage of its developm@lmesmond Tutu tried to prevent Mbiti s article
from doing more harm by writing one year later18v5, hisBlack Theology and African
Theology - Soulmates or Antagon®fsHe argued passionately that Black Theology and
African Theology, despite differences due to tlofiierent contexts, were soulmates and had
much in common. He stressed that both forms ofitlggdhave arisen as reaction against an
unacceptable state of affaifs’African Theology objects against the identificatiof
Christian faith with Western civilization, while &k Theology objects against the bias that
humanity is defined in terms of the white man. Bereally human, the black man had to see
himself and be seen as a chocolate coloured whiteThBoth react against Western
ethnocentrism and attitudes of superiority; agaimstclaim that white is right. Tutu tried to
keep Black and African Theology close together bgarstanding Black Theology like the
inner and smaller circle in a series of concertiricles of African Theolog{®

Like Parratt and Tutu, Tinyiko Sam Maluleke alseritfies commonalities between the
liberation and inculturation streams of African dlagy. He observes the following:

Cold-war era African Theology whether it be ‘inauktional’ or ‘liberational’
proceeded out of the recognition of Africa 's maesiictimization and
exploitation®*

Maluleke notices that the new African Theologygorating after the Cold-war era and after
Apartheid, has a different gaze than seeing Afgaamy as door-mats trampled upon by
civilizers, missionaries and colonialists. ‘It igaze from within and a gaze that zooms on
Africa’s creative, innovative anagenticspirit.”> But the earlier African Theology stood on

common grounds in the explicit rejection of thaatwnization, both in the field of political
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power and in that of culture. African Theologyhe tresult of a reaction against cultural and

ecclesiastical colonialisff.

2.2 ldentity.

African Theology is thus protesting against thelioipmessage of colonization and
missionary expansion, namely that being Africaegeal to being inferior. Alioune Diop
expresses in a sharp way what many would asseést®vh religion has succeeded in
converting African Christians into a people withgoul or visage, a pale shadow of the
dominating pride of the Christian We$f'Likewise, Engelbert Mveng has stressed the
devastating effects of this implicit message, fbwck he uses the term ‘anthropological
poverty’:

When persons are deprived not only of goods anggsstons of a material,

moral, intellectual, cultural, or sociological ordbut of everything that makes

up the foundation of their being-in-the-world ahe specificity of their

‘ipseity’ as individual, society, and history - whpersons are bereft of their

identity, their dignity, their freedom, their thdugtheir history, their language, their
faith universe, and their basic creativity, depdiwé all their rights, their hopes, their
ambitions - they sink into a kind of poverty whiab longer concerns only exterior or
interior goods or possessions but strikes at éng being, essence, and dignity of the
human person. It is this poverty that we call espblogical poverty®

But, more than anyone else, has Kwame Bediakoategitl on the importance of the
rejection of this implicit message that Africanditeons are inferior. He has, in the wake of

his mentor Andrew Wall& struggled to emphasize the importance of contjrhgtween the

Christianity present and the pre-Christian pastpducing the term ‘identity’ as a central

26. D. Tutu, ‘Whither African Theology?’ in E. FadB-Luke, R. Gray, A. Hastings, and G.
Tasie (eds.)Christianity in Independent Africd.ondon: Rex Collings, 1978), 364.

27. Alioune Diop quoted in J. Parraé®einventing Christianity: African Theology Today
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publising Company/Trerénca World Press, 1995), 7.

28. E. Mveng, ‘Impoverishment and Liberation: A dhagical Approach for Africa and the
Third World’ in R. Gibellini (ed.)Paths of African Theology.ondon: SCM Press, 1994),
156. See also E.Mveng, ‘Third World Theology. Wihheology? What Third World?:
Evaluation by an African Delegate’ in V. Fabellalg Torres (eds.)ruption of the Third
World: Challenge to Theology. Papers from the Bilerinational Conference of EATWOT
(Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1983), 220.

29. See: A. WallsThe Missionary Movement in Christian History: Saglin the
Transmission of FaitiMaryknoll: Orbis Books/Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1996)



theological category for African Theolod¥In line with the analysis given above, Bediako
identifies European ethnocentrism, with its deofahe value of African traditions and
African humanity, as the root of African TheologyThe resulting anthropological poverty
needs to be encountered with a return towards @drtcaditions. African Christians become
‘nobodies’ without a history; without their own igaibus and cultural past; without their own
identity. That is why Bediako writes at one poimt ‘the very issue of identity becomes the
single most helpful tool for interpreting the editgrature of African Theology*? All early
African theologians were searching for the recorifrican traditions, pride and dignity
and found themselves, to the surprise of the Wesheological establishment, forced to
move into areas for which no Western theologichhbys had prepared them. They had to
embark on the study of African traditions and rielig>® For a proper African Christian
identity, it then became important that there stidad ‘integrity of conversion’. This was
defined by Kenneth Cragg as ‘a unity of self in ethone’s past is genuinely integrated into

present commitment, so that the crisis of repertama faith that makes us Christian truly
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integrates what we have been in what we becdfrig’this way the term identity became a
critical category against a Christianity which lmatlbed African Christians of their history,
culture and religion, and which had thrown theno iabhthropological poverty. In order to stop
the continuous harassment of African Christiansissionary Christianity, Christianity in
Africa needed to be decolonised!

This discourse concerning the roots and origin foicAn Theology will set the stage for
the further discussion on the Apostolic Councitlascribed in Acts 15. All the examples of
African theologians mentioning Acts 15, which | ¢gebin my introduction, are intrinsically
related to this discussion. The theologians meeticall consider Acts 15 as an important
source of inspiration in their search for an autivefsfrican Theology and Christian identity.

In the following sections we will investigate whetlthis assertion is justifiable.

3.  TheApostolic Council (Acts 15: 1-35)

This chapter has been the subject of passionatdalamong scholars. Nearly every one
of them has hacked his own way through the jungj@oblems and often it was done in
a thoroughly violent fashiofr.
In this study | am not intending to hack my own wiaough the jungle of problems. | am not
intending to repeat the debate which can be fonrnlde major, and in some cases very
detailed, commentaries on the Acts of the Aposfles.
Firstly,  am not so much interested in the souqaestion. Many scholars have
discussed the sources which Luke might have usediimg the Acts of the Apostles.
Though there certainly will have been manuscript$ @ral sources available to Luke, | am of

the opinion that we have to deal with the textb@asded over to us. To me, it is quite
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presumptuous to want to know better than the awthtire text. Luke was far more than a
transmitter of sources. He had his own theologicafiramme. | quite agree with Heanchen
when he states:

It becomes clear that he did not write for a higtmlosessed twentieth
century generation, but meant his narrative to anpin his own
generation the certainty that its Gentile Christiawas in order,
authorized by God and responsible mén.

My second point is related to this. | do not wantoncentrate too much on the historical
guestions. Generations of scholars have strugglgéttto the historical truth of the book of
Acts in general and the Apostolic Council in partae. Endless are the comparisons between
Acts 15 and Galatians 2. Long debates are heltdi@utironology of the life of Paul. And
indeed, scholars have hacked their way throughaedrest. Though all of this is not
unimportant, | am more interested in Luke the tbg@n than in Luke the historian. | want to
read the Acts of the Apostles, in first instanbedlogically, because the author, | believe,
used his historical information to fit his theoloai position® This may seem irresponsible
from a ‘modern’ perspective. But, as Haenchen write

evidently Luke has a conception of the narratoalfireg that is different
from ours. For him, a narration should not descabevent with the
precision of a police-report, but must make thefisr or reader aware
of the inner significance of what happened, andr@sg upon him,
unforgettably, the truth of the power of God madmifest in it. The
writer's obedience is indeed fulfilled in the vérgedom of his renderind.

It is quite clear, for example, that Luke presergsvith a different Paul compared with the
Paul we know from his own lettet3Also, Luke gives historical information which detés
from other sources. The example of the ApostolicrBe of Acts 15:20 is striking. Paul gives
us in Galatians 2 another version. Most commenrddtard to accept Paul’s version as

historically more reliabl&! Finally, Luke seems in the Acts to downplay thémmnflict of
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the early church by harmonising the positions efapposing parti€®.From this, scholars
like Barrett conclude that Luke was writing fronperspective quite distant from the actual
conflicts, and that his understanding was colotmethe period in which he lived, namely a
period in which consensus had at last been red¢hed.

Though the questions on sources and historicad et not unimportant, and certainly
not uninteresting, we are searching for the theokdgmplications of Luke’s position, in this
article especially concerning the Apostolic Counaiter that we may indeed wish to ask
whether Luke’s theological position, as expressefidats 15, is in conflict with other
theological positions taken in the New Testamesyteeially the theology expressed in the
letters of Paul. Though it is clear that Luke i$ explicitly aware of the Pauline theology
expressed in Paul’s lette¥s| wonder whether his theological position is imfizt with
Paul’s theology. We will consider this point furtteg a later stage (under section 3.3. g.).

At this point we wish to read Acts 15 not, in firsstance, in comparison with Paul’s
letters but as a central passage in the book &f &cta whole. The debate in Acts 15 may be
described as the centre of Acts, both literally eodtent wisé> According to Witherington it
iS no exaggeration to say that Acts 15 is the roastial chapter in the whole book. The
chapter is structurally and theologically at theydeeart of the boof But it is at the same
time, in the theology of Luke, the watershed amdihg point. Up to chapter 15 all roads lead
to Jerusaleril’ Everything that happens is related, in one wagnmther, to the Jerusalem
congregation and the apostles. But in chapter 1&r Peakes his last appearance. Also the
other apostles disappear from the scene. Before Kcties the period of apostolic rule, but

afterwards the church stands under the sign atasbyters/elder®. There is a shift in

42. Witherington,The Acts of the Apostle85. For a sharp outline of the conflict, see: M.
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emphasis from the Jewish-Christian church to thetdeeChristian church. Acts 15 stands in
the middle between the commandment of Acts 1: 8 Will be my witnesses in Jerusalem,
and in all of Judea and Samaria, and to the entteed#arth.”) and the arrival of the mission in
Rome, at the ends of the earth, in Acts 28. Actmabks the episode which rounds off and
justifies the past developments, and makes thosert intrinsically possibl€.In this way,
Acts 15 must be seen in the perspective of the m.tikaology of the Acts of the Apostles as a

whole.

3.1 Harassment (vs. 1-5)

The developments initiated by the conversion ofnébus and the mission executed by some
men from Cyprus and Cyrene (11:20) led to a sibmatvhich required debate. Actually, an
initial answer had already been given in 11:18,&hke circumcised believers (11:3) had no
further objections and concluded that ‘God hastg@ even the Gentiles repentance unto
life’. But the problem turned out to be more fundantal than expected. It was not anymore
about accepting a single God-fearing Roman ceamtubut about the direction and future of
the Jesus-movement concerning ethnic identityak in first century Judaism the general
view that God had chosen the Jews to be his pémgile, which gave them a special status
vis-a-vis the other nations of the world. As subildaism was a religion which emphasized
ethnicity. The circumcision of men was a sign elidnging to the covenant people. Those
born into the nations were, by birth, not membétthe elected covenant peopfe.

Though we sometimes get the impression that te&ipo against circumcision
represents the generally accepted view in the ehtych, | believe this not to be correct. The
demands of ‘'some men who came down from Judea tiodn (15:1) were nothing but
normal and probably represented the common positichurches of the first decades. They
just asked what the Jewish tradition had alwaysired from outsiders who wanted to join
their religion. They just asked that the new cotsjevho wanted to belong to Jesus, should
fulfill the basic rules of proselytes. These regments are summarised through the password

‘circumcision’. Clearly, it was not solely abouttbhysical act of circumcision. Luke adds

49. Ibid., 461.
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‘according to the custom taught by Moses’ (vs.rid kater ‘to obey the law of Moses’ (vs. 5).
Proselytes, according to Bruce,

undertook to observe the Jewish law in its entiegty were accepted
as full members of the religious community of I$rddeir initiation
involved circumcision (in the case of men), a splesacrifice at the
Jerusalem Temple, and (probably by the beginnirthefChristian era)
a purificatory bath or baptis.

The general characterization of proselytism, asmivy Philo of Alexandria, contains three
points. Conversion of Gentiles to Judaism implig@d:religious conversion; (2) ethical
conversion; and (3) social conversirEspecially this last aspect implied that prosalytad
to leave their family, their country and their @ras. Philo writes that proselytes made their
kinsfolk into mortal enemies, because they entétedlewish natiort At the same time,
however, Jeremias ranks proselytes under the hpésiaelites with a slight blemisf* A
converted Gentile was considered in all thingssaadlite, but this did not mean that a
proselyte enjoyed the same rights as a full Iggdtr they had no authentic Israelite
genealogy”

It was, therefore, not unreasonable of those ‘cgrfiom Judea’ to require the Gentiles
to become proselytes. They had, in order to foll@sus, to be brought into the covenant with
God which was symbolised through the circumcisiballomale believers. We may be quite
sure that they were fully convinced of the legitayaf their position. Probably they could not
even imagine another position; how could peopleyolesus without doing it in the Jewish
tradition? Sim comments on this circumcision party:

They were not conservative legalists who failednderstand the implications
of the Christ event, but ordinary Jews who cletobk seriously the ancient
Jewish traditions in the Hebrew scriptures whiclpbkasised the eternal
covenant between God and the nation of Israelffadole which the law
played in the context of that covenant.... Giventtlditional views of these
people, their attitude towards Gentile convert@r messianic movement
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within Judaism is both understandable and logttal.

Barrett reminds us correctly that these Judaeamotlsay: Gentiles cannot be saved at all.

They say: You cannot be saved unless you are coisgah This almost all
Jews would have allowed, though some Jews were, rotirers less,
enthusiastic about making proselytes, it was gdlggetognized that
Gentiles, if they complied with the necessary cbads, might enter the
Jewish fold. The Judaeans simply affirm the famiioposition: the Jews
are the elect people of God, and male Jews anencaised - as infants if
born into a Jewish family, otherwise upon conversio

The problem the Judaeans were confronted with itho&h was completely new. Now they
were confronted with people from the nations whaoted to follow Jesuwithoutbecoming
proselytes; without becoming part of the elect peap God. These people did not want to
leave their pagan language, culture and traditibhe.Judaeans must have been astonished
and embarrassed by the impossibility of this aptio

They were actually confronted with a problem angsionary religion is confronted
with sooner or later in its existence, namely ‘hiowve allow a foreigner to join us? Should
they assume our culture and identity or can theare themselves?’ Lamin Sanneh, in his
bookTranslating the Messagbas developed the thesis that there are, in geteo
paradigms of doing mission. Any missionary religias to decide whether they want to
perform mission by ‘diffusion’ or by ‘translation®. The first paradigm makes the missionary
culture the inseparable carrier of the messages. ifiplies that the message, which is carried
to other peoples and cultures, cannot be extrdatedthe culture of the carrier, the
missionary. The indigenous culture and traditiamsthe receiving end) are automatically in
an anomalous position as they are profane ovenstgdie religious culture and tradition of
the missionary. Mission by translation is, on tlieeo hand, characterized by making the
recipient culture the true and final locus of tmeglamation. In this paradigm the message

needs to be translated into the language and autraditions of those who receive the
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message. Consequently, there is in such a caselyntahguage or God-chosen cultural
tradition to be implanted in another cont&kt.

‘Those coming from Judea’ could not imagine diss@uhe link between the message
of Jesus and the Jewish culture and religion. Toeyd only perceive the new situation in the
perspective of the proselytization of the Gentilelich fits neatly with Sanneh’s description
of ‘mission as diffusion’. And so they requiredotimcision for ‘unless you are circumcised
according to the custom (ethos) taught by Moses,cgmnot be saved’ (vs. 1). The new
converts must not just be circumcised, they nedidécaccording to the normative way of the
Israelites. ‘Ethos’ is synonymous with custom aradlition® The requirement added in vs. 5
explains the position of this party explicitly: thare required to keep the law of Moses,
implying that they must become Jews and leave thdture and traditions.

Luke describes the response of the leaders in émiiojust one sentence: ‘this brought
Paul and Barnabas into sharp dispute (stasis) elpaktel (zétesis) with them’ (vs. 2). Zétesis
signifies debate on a controversial issue. Sthsisgver, is stronger in connotation and has
the meaning, besides dispute, of riot and revolinfgare Mk 15:7; Acts 19:40). The meaning
of these words, qualified by the Lukan understatarwik oligos’ (not a little) depicts very
well the intensity and extent of the dissension gualrel that took plac®.lt was more than a
hot debate. The people from Judea excluded thevass in Antioch from Jesus, and from
salvation. This must have been an utter shockdgénty in Antioch. Later on, James in his
speech declares that ‘we should not make it difficur the Gentiles’ (vs. 19). ‘Not make it
difficult’ is, however, a weak translation of theggk word ‘parenochlein’. Others translate
‘we should not troubl&® or ‘stop overburdenin&® or ‘stop annoying® In a modern English

vocabulary of (ethnic) conflict, | would prefer tianslate: stop harassing the Gentiles. James
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was referring to the demands made by ‘some men dnutea’. It was a harassment to
excommunicate the believers in Antioch if they sefd to give in to the requirements of the
dominant party, i.e. the church of Judea. It witsfethe believers in Antioch as a
harassment that they were forced to become presedytd give up their Gentile identity.

This did not mean that they simply ignored the pasiof those coming from Judea.
The Jerusalem church (in vs. 24 we hear that thefroen Judea were indeed identified as
‘some of us’, i.e. from the Jerusalem church) vgsdentre of the Church! It would have been
extremely difficult for Paul and Barnabas, togetivéh the believers in Antioch, to ignore the
signals from Judea and Jerusalem. That was thendotncentre. There, according to Luke, it
had all started with the outpouring of the Holyr@pirhe movement was from Jerusalem,
Judea and Samaria to the ends of the earth (1h8) dould not continue without the blessing
of the church of the apostles. They wanted to pvesthe movement from its first schism, and
thus were prepared to go, with a high-powered @gieg’” to Jerusalem and discuss the
matter properly.

In Luke’s account they do not just visit the apestThey are welcomed by the church
(ekklesia), and the apostles (apostolois) and lter® (presbyteroi) respectively, indicating
that the matter was not settled indoors, but thetthole Jerusalem church was involved.
Even though the church as a whole is not mentiamed. 6, it becomes clear in vs. 12 that
the whole assembly was present. Luke does not wiasté time in getting to the point.

Again, his account is not trying to give us histafidetails. Luke wants to get his theological
message across. The Judaeans are now specifisohas of the believers who belonged to
the party of the Pharisees’. They repeat the pugsgégs for belonging to the believers in Jesus

Christ (vs. 5), namely that they should becomegiytas and leave their heathen ways.

3.2 Resolution (vs. 6-19)

Unfortunately, we do not receive the content ofdabate as such. Luke only gives us the
resolution as expressed by the mouths of Petedames. We do not even get any words from
the side of Paul or Barnabas, only the informatia@t ‘the whole assembly became silent as
they listened to them telling about the miraculsig;ws and wonders God had done among the
Gentiles through them’ (vs.12). Again, Luke is mderested in giving an account of what

actually happened. He only gives us the theologezadoning of Peter and James. Besides,
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Luke has informed the reader sufficiently aboutdbeversion of the Gentiles in the
preceding chapters. There is no use in repeating it

The speech of Peter is unintelligible without akfezige of chapters 11 and 12 on the
conversion of Cornelius and its implications fotd?eBased on that, Peter describes himself
as an apostle to the Gentiles (vs. 7). For Lukevery important to stress not only that the
Apostolic Council accepted the Gentile mission,that God initiated this mission by both
choosing Peter for this task (vs. 7) and by gitimgHoly Spirit to the Gentiles (vs. 8).
Compared with the impressions we get from thereté Paul, we may conclude that Luke’s
version is trying not to oppose Paul and Peterfduabnceive of them as direct colleagues.
We might even say that in the perspective of Lukeeplogy, Paul is the successor of Peter!

The speech of Peter must be understood from wipgtemeed to him during the period
of the conversion of Cornelius, as it influencesl Wworld-view fundamentally. Peter was an
orthodox Jew and he expressed himself the imptinatof being a Jew in chapter 10:28: “You
are well aware that it is against the law for a dewassociate with a Gentile or visit him’.
Witherington makes the following comments on thesse:

Peter advises the assembled group that it was fab@oJew to associate

with or visit a foreigner, that is, if he or shesiwed to remain a clean Jew

in good standing. The woktbepuitov here could be translated ‘unlawful’,

but it probably has its weaker sense of ‘tabodstiongly frowned upon.’
There was no formal law that strictly forbade Jéwsn associating with
Gentiles, it was just that they had to be prep&wgahy the price for doing

so, the price being becoming ritually unclean. $extitten by Roman authors
show that Jews did regularly refuse to associatie @entiles, and were objects
of suspicion because of their ‘antisocial’ behaviu

Of central importance was that social intercourgh @entiles, though not categorically
forbidden, was liable to render a Jew ceremoniatiglean. Bruce explains that entering
Gentile buildings, handling articles that belonged@entiles and most especially food from
Gentiles made Jews unclean and thus made almdstrab of intercourse intolerabfé.

Sanders writes extensively on the importance afyas part of observing the Law of G8d
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and concludes that ‘the peculiarity of the Jewist was almost as famous as observance of
the Sabbath®

It is, therefore, not surprising that the visiomieh Peter experienced, was related to
food and purity, the very problem at stake (in LaKellowing chapters) between Jewish
believers and believers from the Gentiles. Thneesi Peter refused to eat the food presented
to him in the vision. Peter refused because ‘I haser eaten anything impure or unclean’
(10:14). But the voice insisted and told him ‘notall anything impure that God has made
clean’ (vs.15). When Peter later entered the hoti€ornelius, he apparently had understood
the message, for he added, after his statement¢habs acting against the Jewish law, the
confession ‘but God has shown to me that | shoatccall any man impure or unclean’
(vs.28).

We are witnessing here the ‘conversion’ of an atthoJew. Actually, in these chapters
the change is not so much on the part of Cornélutgar more on the part of Peter! He
underwent a fundamental shift in understandinghétto distance himself from the idea that
Jews were pure while Gentiles were impure. He me&mlbreak with Jewish ethnocentrism
and exclusivism. The confession that ‘God showfamouritism but accepts people from
every nation who fear him and do what is right’:@4) was explosive. Explosive because it
exploded the confines of his narrow-minded thinkamgl cultural practice and opened the
way to a multi-cultural and multi-national movemeltom a Jewish perspective this was
unheard of, stunning and unbelievable. That is thiybelievers in Jerusalem criticized and
guestioned Peter upon returning to Jerusalem. Againotice the emphasis on circumcision
and food: ‘you went into the house of uncircumciseeh and ate with them’ (11:3). In his
explanation Peter mentioned his vision. But thetrmmaportant argument in favour of the
acceptance of the Gentiles was the fact that thg $jairit had been poured out on them.
Peter could not oppose God! This is the main arguinmel0:47, 11:17 and also in 15:8. The
change in opinion is not Peter’s whim of the day, ib initiated by God in the outpouring of
the Holy Spirit.

Mentioning Acts 15: 8 brings us back to Peter'segipeat the Apostolic Council. The
former paragraphs on Cornelius’ conversion expila@ Peter understood himself as chosen
by God to bring the Gospel to the Gentiles and @wd accepted the Gentiles (i.e. Cornelius
and his household) by giving the Holy Spirit torthd_uke stresses here that the Gentiles are

69. Ibid., 237.



being treated by God just as the Jewish beliet®ilsee makes Peter use three times the same
phrase to express this equality. First in 10:42Pgtates that ‘So if God gave them the same
gift as he gave us...". In Greek Luke uses the s0as$ also us’. He repeats the same formula
in 11:27 and again in 15:8. This is emphasised evare in the next verse saying ‘God has
made no distinction between us and them, for hgigditheir hearts by faith’. Luke refers
here to God who shows no favouritism (10:34) as iessential in his theological
programme. The old separation between Jews andl€eabes not exist anymore, for we are
not purified by ritual laws or external belongirgthe people of God, but by faith.

When we further analyse the speech of Peterjntp®rtant to notice that he is
particularly negative on Jewish traditions. He doeesmention the law explicitly, but refers to
it as a yoke (vs. 10). That does not express adelgube general view of Jews concerning the
law. For most it was a blessing and a privilé4Bruce acknowledges that certainly not all
Jews saw the law as an intolerable burden, but twddshis might be more the opinion of the
dominant centre than the feeling of ordinary bedisy especially those from the periphery,
like Galilean Jews. Bruce reminds us of the Gosp#&iatthew in which Jesus’ ‘yoke’ is
compared with the heavy loads put on the shoulofesthers by the Pharisees who sit at
Moses’ seat (Matt.11:29-30/23:4)Again, we have to understand Luke’s position wnittfie
theology of Acts as a whole. Luke does not havestimee dialectical relationship with the law
as is the case in Paul’s theology. Paul makestimction between the spiritual meaning of the
law and the cultural expression ofit_uke, however, does not have this dialectical
relationship and does not say much that is posébaut the law in the Acts of the Apostles.

A careful reading of the Pentecost event (Acts @htgive us an understanding of Luke’s
position towards the laW. The coming of the Holy Spirit is described in terotosely related
to the coming of the law at Sinai (Ex. 19:16-20)ek& the feast of Pentecost had become

primarily, by the first century AD., a celebratiohGod'’s gift of the law of Moses to Israel.
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As the law was the gift of God to guide and leaglgkople of Israel after their liberation from
Egypt (passing through the sea of death) and anjtheney towards the promised land, the
Holy Spirit is the gift of God to the church aftée resurrection of Jesus (passing through
death) and on the journey towards the Kingdom ad.Gothis sense, the Holy Spirit replaces
the role and position of the law. The Holy Spisithe blessing and privilege of the church!
That is why several scholars have proposed thaittbef the book of Acts be ‘the Acts of
the Holy Spirit'’*

Luke perceives the law not primarily theologicdiiyt culturally. The law is for him a
yoke of rules and regulations which give identaythie Jewish people as a people. For him the
law is related to the events described in the ggessan Cornelius. The law makes a division
between pure and impure, between insiders anddeussiLuke wants to tear down the law
which he conceives to be a dividing wall betweenide and Gentile believers. The equality
between the two groups of believers is given inaipouring of the Holy Spirit. Are
believers saved through the Jewish culture? ‘No!Balesve it is through the grace of our
Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they arelyslt is important to stress at this point
that Luke relativizes Jewish culture and identrig @enies it as a means of salvation. We are
not saved by our cultural heritage and identitywbatever other identity we may have, but
through the grace of Jesus! This means that thereudf the Jewish people should not be
imposed on the Gentiles. There is no need of pyhaation. But the reverse is true also. The
Jews may stick to their culture just as much asabetiles may stick to theirs. We could say
that culture is theologically contingent in Luk@srspective. Theologically it is contingent; it
has no value as to salvation. Mission should natdree by diffusion; the message needs to be
preached without cultural imperialism from the sudeéhe missionary party.

This does not mean, however, that culture is unmapoin Luke’s view. On the
contrary! Luke cherishes cultural diversity as showthe Pentecost-event already. The
Hebrew language is apparently not the languagleeoHbly Spirit and is consequently not
imposed on the Gentiles. The Holy Spirit expresseself in languages from every nation
under heaven (2:5). Languages (and cultures) aekinghe process of proclaiming the

message to the ends of the earth.
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The speech of James is basically in support offBetpeech and picks up where Peter left
off. It links with Peter’s experiences and desaoipt(vs.14) as giving the main solution to the
problem at stake. Luke cannot make a link to amyezappearance of James. James is only
mentioned as a leading figure among the Jerusalamst@ns in Acts 11: 17 and 21:18. But
there is, for Luke, no theological nor narrativeklto be established as was the case with Peter
who was the main hero up to Acts 12. James seebes ttte second witness in support of the
important decision to be made at this council. IBaits an important witness. A witness who
does the exegesis and interpretation of Scriptadespeaks with authority (vs.13: ‘Listen to
me’; vs. 19: ‘I judge’). The use of Peter's Hebreame Simeon attracts attention. Barrett
guotes a beautiful Latin sentence of Bengel: ‘Jaspblebraeorum apostolus, Hebraico
nomine Petrum appellaf.Beautiful as it may be, it is fallacious also foe judgement is
based on material outside Luke’s theological tmgkiThe judgment is mainly based on
Paul’s Letter to the Galatians and to the Lettefashes, where James is understood as an
orthodox Jew close to the ideals of the JudaedmsnTain problem of picturing James here as
close to the Judaeans, following extra-Lukan maltewill be revealed when discussing the
Apostolic Decree and the Pastoral Letter. Jam#sisseen as a diplomatic figure, who
accepts the radical view of Peter, but compromistaeen him and the Judaeans by
formulating some basic rules for the Gentile beadisv In the following (under 3.3) 1 will

reject this image of James. Though it may have b@ended to give the passage a Semitic
air, regarded as suitable for Jam&is hardly conceals the fact that ‘James speaksitiirout

as a Hellenistic Jew dependent on the LXXThe fact that he quotes from the LXX, which
has a textual difference with the Hebrew origipagves that Luke does not portray him as a
Jew close to the ideals of the Judadimtaenchen writes: ‘Nearly every expositor concedes
that the Jewish Christian James would not in Jé&nshave used a Septuagint text, differing

from the Hebrew original, as scriptural pro6t.’
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Theologically important in the speech of James&ésfact that ‘God at first has shown
his concern by taking from the Gentiles a peoptehfimself’ (vs.14: eks ethnoon laon). This
is a paradoxical statement from a Jewish perspettivecause a people (laos) is taken out of
the nations (ethnoon), meaning separating them thenothers, according to Deuteronomy
14:2. Now a people (laos) for God himself is tak®m amongthe nations (ethnoon:
Gentiles). This is properly in line with the expce of the early church, both Jewish and
Gentile believers, but it does not yet say anytlabguthowthe Gentiles will be a people of
God, i.e. as Gentiles or as proselytes. For tlesxt verse is of adamant importance. Verse
19 may be considered the central verse of the wdt@eter. Earlier | have already voiced my
opinion that the translation ‘we should not makaifficult for the Gentiles who are turning to
God'’ is too faint for expressing the impact of thegrds. We might want to translate verse
19 as follows: ‘Therefore, | judge, we must stopalsaing those from the nations (the
Gentiles) who are turning to God'.

So far we could summarize our findings as followse conflict raised by the visit of
the ‘'some men from Judea’ (vs.1) resulted in a majeeting between the representatives of
the Gentile-believers (Paul and Barnabas) and ti@enderusalem congregation. Luke
minimizes the role of Paul and Barnabas, while la&es Peter and James express the
theologically important issues: God, through théyt&pirit, has initiated the Gentile mission,
and this is in agreement with the words of the patp. The implications are far-reaching and
that is why we said earlier that this is the cdrdhapter in the Acts of the Apostles, which
rounds off the past developments, and makes peg$ibse to come. The position of the
Judaeans, and those who belonged to the parte &thhrisees (vs. 5), has been rejected. The
believers from the nations do not have to becorosgtytes when they want to confess and
follow the Lord Jesus. The Jewish culture will betimposed on them, implying that they do
not need to shed or abolish their own cultural ignThis must be considered as a
fundamental decision with consequences which thesdem Council could not possibly
perceive fully at that moment. In this council, leushows us that the early church chose
against ‘mission as diffusion’. It is actually aoite leading to a church which is intrinsically
plural. The Council chose against a future in whiah Church would have one language, one

cultural identity, one homogeneous appearanceosing requirements on the Gentiles is not
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allowed, while their language, culture and traditichould not be considered inferior.

Forcing them to change their cultural identity amsidered a harassment.

3.3 Apostolic Decree and Pastoral Letter (vs. 20 - 35)

James’ speech, however, has not finished yet! ide agdentence, which has become known
as the Apostolic Decree. This is perhaps one oifrtbst debated verses in the entire Scripture,
yet it has remained a puzzle. John Proctor writas‘even under the most careful historical
enquiry, the meaning and rationale of the decrae wever entirely cleaf. This makes us
careful in making final statements. | will try tead the Decree in the perspective of Luke’s
theological thinking.

Because Luke does not give us the content of thigedations of the council, we are left
empty handed as to the theological reasoning behiadApostolic Decree. While no (other)
theological reasoning is given, we are only allowedead the Decree against the theological
reasoning given in this chapter. | believe thaesalvauthors have been ‘too creative’ in their
search for external theological answers. Some seeatreate Luke into a sophisticated
theologian who knew the writings of the New Testatremd who was well aware of all the
difficulties which we are able to identify today.

| propose that we should not read the ApostolicrBeas containing a decision which
goes against the content of the rest of the chdjkersome of the authors seem to suggest,
unless there is clear evidence to do so. As | waibte/e, some authors try to portray James as
being close to the ideas of the Judaeans (as Beuhys him in Galatians) and think James
formulates a compromise, in which the Gentilesmarteforced to be circumcised but are still
required to keep a basic set of rules. In that eages would have been able to draw the
meeting into acceptance. This, however, does no¢gpond with Luke’s account in Acts 15.
Luke does not portray James like that. There i atsreason to suppose that vs. 20 suddenly
undermines the earlier speech of Peter. There ieasbn to assume that the hearts of the
Gentiles are suddenly not purified by faith onlg.(9), but by some additional requirements.
There is no reason to assume that some food isrenpw, while Peter had been taught not

to call impure what God has made clean (10:15)rd f®eno reason to assume that there are
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new requirements which are needed for salvatioartdmm the grace of our Lord Jesus (vs.

11). I will develop my position further in the 7Ifmving points.

a
As we do not have obvious reasons to assume thahewdd read vs. 20 against the resolution
of the Council, we must try to extricate the megrofhthe verse in the Lucan context. Luke’s
main concern has been the relationship betweebdlevers from the Jewish and Gentile
backgrounds. Jewish believers insisted on the pitossion of the Gentile believers. The
Council, however, decided definitely against tmd ansisted that salvation was not related to
cultural rules and regulations. Accepting this heSon does not imply, however, that all
problems are over. The concern for the relationbkigveen the different groups in the

Church remains of ultimate importance. The relaigroblems, caused by purity limitations,
are not solved by this theological decision. Byirgvcultural and ethnic freedom to the
Gentiles, the problems of the Jewish believersatget solved.

It must have been quite obvious for the Councit tha resolution was going to be very
disquieting and difficult to accept for the Jewis#ievers. Centuries of exclusivist and
ethnocentric thinking could not simply be abolislgdhe decision of a council. And thus the
Council must have been concerned about the futitg af the Church, for in most cities
Jewish and Gentiles believers were living alongsideey could anticipate a split in the
Church, for Jewish believers would not associaté wiually impure Gentile believers and
certainly not at table. Remember the food issuetivagore of the problem in the passages on
Cornelius and Peter. This now would pose a velgggiproblem for worship, because table
fellowship was an intrinsic part of Christian woipske.g. 2:42; 2:46; 20:7f. The Decree, |
believe therefore, is the logical consequence @Gbuncil’s resolution as they could not take
a decision and then leave the pastoral and practosequences untouched. They had to
respond to the problem the resolution would poséhie relationship between Jewish and

Gentile believers, as this had been the preliminancern in the preceding chapters.

b.
Based on point a. we can read vs. 20 only in thepeetive of the food-issue which has been

the leading theme in Luke’s context. Hence, we musterstand the Decree as a proposal to
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solve the problem of ritual obstruction to socrdkrcourse with the Gentiles from the side of
the Jews. Actually, the Gentiles were initially fpayed as the problem, but now the tables are
turned and the Jewish believers become the problaeir food and purity regulations, as
external expression of their ethnic reasoning, @ogeblem for the social intercourse
between the different groups. Vs. 20, baptisedNestolic Decree, which has the
connotation of ‘command’ and ‘order’, should bed@es a piece of pastoral advice to the
Gentile believers in their practical intercours¢hwlewish believers in order that the unity of
the Church should not be endangered. Earlier wéevthat the Council’s resolution was
explosive. It could indeed explode the unity of @leurch.

That is why the Council advises to keep some lbrasjgirements in their relationship
with Jewish believers, in order to accommodate tH#ns necessary to keep these
regulations (vs. 28: these necessary things), wikerit will be impossible for the Jewish
believers to associate with you, and certainlyahblet You should not jeopardize the unity of
the Church. You are free, but your freedom is kiaiby the constraint of the community in
which you find yourself'. Bruce writes:

It was natural that, when the stumbling block e€emcision has been removed,
an effort should have been made to provide a malatiodus vivendi for two
groups drawn from such different ways of life. Thedus vivendi was probably
similar to the terms on which Jews of the disper$aund it possible to have a
measure of fellowship with God-fearing Gentifés.

C.
This leads us to the content of the requirementiisfpiece of pastoral advice. We will
certainly have to turn to ‘Moses’ as hinted in %. Haenchen writes in this respect:

This (i.e. vs. 21) would suggest that these foguirements are generally

known as ‘Mosaic’, hence can be found in the Pentdt. And in fact they

stand in Lev. 17 and 18. What is more... they staride same order as in

the ‘official’ text of the decree (15.29 = 21.2bgv. 17.8 contains the
condemnation of heathen offerings, 17.10ff. thaawhatos’ (blood), 17.13 that
of ‘pniktou’ (that which is strangled) and 18.6ffat of marriages to near relatives.
What links these four prohibitions together, anthatsame time distinguishes
them from all other ‘ritual’ requirements of ‘Moseis that they - and only they -
are given not only to Israel but also to strangevslling among Jews. Whereas
in other respects the law applies solely to Jetws)poses these four prohibitions
on Gentiles alst**
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This implies that the Council required the samesudtom the Gentiles as those that had been
given to the Gentiles who lived among the Jewthdée prohibitions were followed, then the
purity rules would allow Jewish believers to hageial and religious intercourse with Gentile
believers. If the Gentiles would abstain from fauudluted by idols; from blood; from the

meat of strangled animals and from ‘porneia’, i&mages to near relatives (‘porneia’ is not
fornication in the ordinary sense but forbidden ifgmrelationships® cf. | Cor. 5:1), i.e.

observe basic ritual purity, then the unity of @rurch would not, from the outset, be
jeopardized. These regulations are not to be exgadlaas an external yoke on the shoulders of
the Gentiles through which they may receive satwafthough these could be experienced as
quite a heavy burden), but a piece of advice fopamnodating the Jewish believers. The
Jewish believers would be able to have social cotense with the Gentile believers if these
kept those basic prohibitions. Mbachu writes witkight:

Once the Gentile converts observe the prescripbbtize Mosaic Law as laid
down in the decree, they have done what is negeigaa harmonious
relationship between Jews and Gentiles in the Chdreis demand is laurden
but it is anecessary burdeto remove barriers and tensions in the Christian
community. Any demand beyond the mentioned foanisinnecessary burden
on the Gentile Christiarfs.

d.
Based on the points a. - c. above, | reject arc&tiheading of the Decree as strongly defended
by Witherington®” He reads the Decree as a basic set of ethicareeeents to be followed
by Gentiles Christians. They are, according to tahrelated to the Jewish rejection of the
detestable pagan temple worship. He explicitlyegrithat food and fellowship were issues of
Acts 10-11, while ‘here in Acts 15 another sociattar is under discussion, namely, what to
do about Gentiles’ associations with pagan templestather different mattef®.

| reject such an ethical reading, not becauseurnasghat there was no problem with
pagan temple worship for Gentile Christians, hustlfy, because it is a theme strange to the
Lucan context in this chapter and in those prege@icts 15. Studying Witherington’s

argumentation it becomes clear that he reads #ssgge from a general New Testament

85. Barrett,The Acts of the Apostles N34.
86. Mbachu]nculturation Theology of the Jerusalem CounciAts 15 218.
87. Witherington,The Acts of the Apostle$62-470.

88. Ibid., 469-470.



perspective, with many references to Paul’s lettdesturns all 4 prohibitions into moral rules
(e.g. blood becomes bloodshed; ‘porneia’ becomagleeprostitution) and dissociates them
from the purity-perspective, which was at stakéhansocial intercourse between Jews and
Gentiles. Haenchen writes correctly that ‘indeezbénhlegal obligations do not concern
‘morality’ but are requirements from what we woulowadays call the ‘ritual’ spherg’’
Secondly, Witherington’s reasoning would imply tregtart from these 4 basic rules,
everything else would be permitted to Gentile Glarss. | cannot believe that other rules and
regulations of the Old Testament would not be gfantance anymore. What of keeping the
Sabbath; what of the 10 commandments; what of éiseclvequirement of love? The ethical
reading of the Decree seems to relativize thedathmeaning of the Old Testament. The fact
that Luke rejects the law as a yoke does not nietrhe rejects the Old Testament! Here it is
of fundamental importance to understand the maimeist stake in Acts 15. Namely, that it
concerns the issue of cultural and ethnic idenititig. this cultural identity which should not
be imposed on Gentile Christians. The Jewish ceildund traditions are relativized, not the
ethical relevance of the Old Testament! From threpextive of reading the Decree as an
ethical instruction, it is quite understandable tha Western text has included the negative
version of the Golden Rule (‘Do not do unto othefs* The copyists and editors must have
frowned at the sight of such a minimalist ethiggb@ach and decided to include, at least, a
fundamental ethical law, expressed in the Goldele Riowever, it was a mistake to read the

Decree as a minimum set of ethical rules.

e.
Based on the points a.- c. above, | also rejeetiding of the Apostolic Decree as a
compromise, as defended by Barféttle understands the Decree as a compromise between
Paul and James, the extremists of right and léfag were both defeated by the centre p#rty.
The problem, again, is that this reasoning doegaflotv the Lucan context. The idea of Paul

and James as extremists is not part of the Lugakitiy. Besides, the reasoning of Barrett
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leads to acceptance of certain rules as necessagglization. He writes at two separate
places:

If the Gentiles are to be saved they must accefdindegal conditions -

a sharply reduced list of conditions but conditionsetheles®®

It is not said, You Gentiles are completely fredegfal requirements, but as
a matter of courtesy to your Jewish brothers yoghtibe so kind as to
abstain from... This is important for the underdiag of the Decree; Luke
at any rate understood it as a matter not of ceyittet of compulsion, and
therefore presumably as a condition of salvatfon.

This is, however, radically against the theologyhaf book of Acts in general and Acts 15 in
particular. | am quite astonished to see Barraitrewening the main decision of the
Jerusalem Council, namely that the hearts of dikbers are purified by faith, and that
salvation is obtained by the grace of the Lord 9¢&6: 9-11).

f.

| would prefer to baptize the Apostolic Letter aBastoral Letter. Not only do | base my
opinion on the content of the former points, butl style and language of the letter as well.
The letter is not styled in an authoritarian wayasce observes: ‘Significance has been
attached to the fact that none of the Greek verbsrmmanding is used when the council’s
directives are conveye®.Though it is an important Pastoral Letter, whasgiirements need
to be kept for a harmonious living together, ibhdg pronounced as an imposition from above;
from the centre of the Church to the periphery. [Hmguage of the letter, ‘It seemed good to
the Holy Spirit and to us’ and “You do well to addhese things’, implies a piece of pastoral
advice in which the reader is seriously urged ke tais/her responsibilities towards the

community.

0.
Earlier, | wrote that we might wonder whether thedlogical position taken in Acts 15 is in

conflict with the theology as expressed in theelstof Paul. | agree with Barrett’s opinion
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that Luke’s theology seems to be quite ignorarRanil’s letters? but on the point of the
Pastoral Letter | recognize a basic convergende Raiul’'s thinking. Paul would certainly not
accept any legalistic imposition related to satwatiHis position ‘by grace only’ stands. But
he, too, is willing to limit his freedom when therncerns and problems of the community
make this necessary. Especially | Corinthians és#tto the fact that our freedom in Christ
should not become a stumbling block to the weakqydn the interests of the community
certain rules and regulations can and should bepéed. This is actually the position taken in

the Pastoral Letter in Acts 15: ‘You do well to al/these things. Farewell?

4. Thelmplicationsfor African Theology.

At this point, after having analysed the theologihe Apostolic Council and the Pastoral
Letter, we need to summarize our findings, andedlzese to the initial discourse of this
paper, namely the importance of Acts 15 for Afriddreology.

Due to the exclusivist ethnocentric convictionsgha Jewish tradition, some Jewish
believers could not accept Gentile believers devi@rs of Jesus without their being
circumcised and brought into the Jewish nation,cooild they therefore engage in social
intercourse with impure Gentiles. The solutiontte problem, according to them, was to force
the Gentile believers into proselytization, as waseptable in the Jewish traditions. The
Gentile believers, however, did not want to abantiem ethnic and cultural identities but
wanted to follow Jesus in their own ways! They seanecessity in becoming Jews, implying
that they had to lay down their own identity anémbecome hostile against their own
traditions and people. As the Jewish believersioaatl insisting, the Gentile believers
experienced this as a continuous harassment. Dindepn called for a serious meeting.

The Jerusalem Council took a definitive stand, eigitig based on Peter’s experiences
concerning the conversion of Cornelius: Gentilesiaot be forced into becoming
proselytes! Salvation, according to the Councihasfound in the ‘conversion’ towards the
Jewish culture and traditions. The Gentiles ardipdrby faith and saved though the grace of
the Lord Jesus. This stand against proselytizatiomot solve, though, the initial problem of
the exclusivist ethnocentric thinking of the Jewisievers. The concern remained that the

unity between Jewish and Gentile believers wouldoeocachieved. Thus the resolution would
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automatically lead to two separate churches: aske@hristian church and a Gentile Christian
church. In order to avoid this danger, the Couotcilerusalem advised the Gentile Christian
communities, by means of a Pastoral Letter, to lseepe basic prohibitions in order to
accommodate the Jewish believers in their citiesa@mmunities: ‘We admonish you to stick
to some basic rules in order that Jewish beliewdtsiot, because of purity prescriptions, be
forced to separate themselves from you'. In Lukieédlogical thinking this resolution opens
the way to a pluralistic, cross-cultural and muokitional movement of Jesus-followers,
instead of a Jewish sect consisting of born JewsGentiles converted to Judai$hiThe
Pastoral Letter offers the limitations of the (au#l) freedom which believers have received
in the Lord Jesus.

The general opinion of African Theologians in riglatto Acts 15 is voiced properly by
Mbachu in his dissertation:

Whether its decision is accepted or not, the J@igddem Council) has
enunciated once and for all the basic principlarefonditioned and
unconditional evangelisation for the salvation offbJews and Gentiles
within their socio-cultural milieux. So no racep@ople has any ecclesial
authorization to impose its culture on the othalt in the name of
spreading the Good News of salvatifn.

Just as the JC theology did not require the Gré&zmoan people to be
judaized and the Jews to be graecized or hellinisedder to be saved,
so also should the Igbo not be europeanised orieanésed by the
missionary message in order to be saVed.

When we relate this to the roots of African Thegl¢®.1) and the theme of ‘identity’ (2.2)
then we understand why Eugene Hillman cried outév€lthe Judaizers had failed the
Europeanizers triumphedf° What almost all African theologians have in comnagainst
the Western missionary enterprise is the factttigt did not just bring the Gospel of Jesus
Christ (for which they are very grateful) but foic@/estern cultural and ecclesiastical

traditions upon African believers. They blame thiesionaries for a Judaising attituded: ‘you
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cannot be saved in your heathen and backwarditrmaslitunless you are ‘circumcised’ into
Western traditions’. Just like the Judaeans, theté&/e missionaries were (and are!) victims
of the exclusivist and ethnocentric traditionshef Western dominant world.

This missionary approach has accomplished thatarhistorical churches are
(im)properly influenced by Western Christianitytive fields of education, world view,
language, liturgy, music, dressing, church architecetc. These accomplishments are today
largely supported by the African Christian leadgrsind elites. Hillman observes:

Although lip service was often given to the prieipf incarnation, this is usually taken
to mean literal translations and cautious adaptatiés in the past, a few indigenous
cultural tokens are considered tolerable in pracBut missionary work continues to be
reduced to establishing and maintaining westemitgai colonies throughout the non-
western world™*
This missionary strategy has led, and still leddgcan believers away from their own
traditions and has left these believers somewtlustebketween Africa and Europe. | recall the
very serious analysis of Engelbert Mveng on antbi@gical poverty (2.2). In the same vein
Desmond Tutu has diagnosed the African Christiasuffering from a form of religious
schizophrenia, a split in the African soul:

With part of himself he has been compelled to gagérvice to Christianity

as understood, expressed and preached by thewaiiteBut with an ever
greater part of himself, a part he has often bebaraed to acknowledge

openly and which he has struggled to repress, sidefitahat his Africanness

was being violated. The white man’s largely cerklagion was hardly

touching the depths of his African soul; he wasgeedeemed of sins he did
not believe he had committed; he was given answespften splendid answers,
to questions he had not askéd.

These ‘diseases’ of anthropological poverty angjisls schizophrenia are the result of the
proselytization of African believers into Westerhr{Stianity. That is why we need to
emphasize and support the quest for an AfricansGian identity in which African Christians
can be authentically African and truly Christf@AThe resolution of the Jerusalem Council

gives African believers the freedom to follow Jesutheir own cultural contexts. Bediako
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writes that the quest for an African Christiangystill not freely granted by the Western

churches:

It is unfortunate that the quest for an African iStian identity in terms
which are meaningful for African integrity and aBdequate for Christian
confession, should become so pervasively bedevifettie missionary

enterprise that was instrumental in bringing Afnc@hristianity into
104

being...

5. Conclusion.

The purpose of this article was to elaborate orekegesis of Acts 15 and examine its
importance for African Theology. Based on the eseggiven above, we must conclude that
this given chapter is indeed very important foriegdn Theology and that African theologians
have correctly based their critique of the Westaissionary enterprise on it. Of course, every
context is different. One of the main differencaégwthe missionary enterprise in the™#nd
20" century is that they have never insisted on pytigation in the sense of changing one’s
nation. On the contrary! But the central issue a1sALS was that the Gentile believers were
not forced to relinquish their language, culturd &maditions in favour of another one, namely
the Jewish. So they were allowed to become Chnistidthout being ? class citizens of a
foreign nation. They were free in Christ. Africdreblogians thus correctly rebuke the
Western missionary enterprise in the restrictioAfican Christians in their freedom. They
understandably criticize them of subtle forms gb%elytization’. They rightly accuse them of
having done (and of doing!) mission by diffusiondahus becoming an instrument of cultural
and ecclesiastical colonialistr,while creating Western spiritual colonies.

If someone wants to argue that the decision ofémasalem Council was a very
difficult and precarious decision, | will admit thaithout delay. Indeed, the council did not
take the easiest way, by giving in to the domirmanty. The easiest way would have been to
force the converts to change into the likenessimage of the dominant group, and to make
them proselytes. The solution of the circumcisiartypwould probably not have been open

for much misunderstanding. It would have estabtisie Jesus movement as a proper Jewish
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sect with Jews and converted Gentiles who accelgsals as Messiah. Though the Jerusalem
Council withstood this obvious way, it has remaitteel main temptation of Christian mission
throughout the ages. Usually and generally, Clanstission has been done by diffusion. The
Jerusalem Council, however, wanted to relativisedbminant Jewish traditions and
destigmatize the cultures of the peripheral Gentildnis is actually fundamentally different
from other multinationals (the Church was abled¢odme a ‘multi-national’ through the
decision of the Council) which force the policidslee mother-office on their branches in
other nations, despite their context, culture aditions.

Based on Acts 15 we may conclude that African @ilans are free to follow Christ in
their own way. This does not mean that their cekuand traditions do not have to change. On
the contrary! The process of inculturation chalkeehgnd transforms these cultures and
traditions into a new creatidfi® But this process cannot be imposed from outstdgpivs
from inside'®’ It is like the growth of a mustard seed, which wéed its own time and
process of maturing. This has always been diffimuliccept for those in the centres of
Christian theology and those in circles of ecclatgsal power, even within Africa! But the
only reasons for limiting our freedom, accordingfitis 15, is because of respect and
responsibility vis-a-vis other believers.

African Theology has needed time to free itselfrfrd/estern imposition and
victimization. When that has once been done, theisviree for its real vocation, namely, to
reflect on the question how to follow Christ in African context without being forced by
outside dominant forces and being plunged intorapthlogical poverty and religious
schizophrenia. The message of Acts 15 leaves ®witdoubt: the Holy Spirit will purify the

Gentiles. Stop harassing them!
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