
Goal for 
the Session

1© 2022 Westminster John Knox Press Tweens

Crossing Boundaries
Tweens will study the discussion between Peter and the 
leaders in Jerusalem and resolve to broaden their welcome 
so that everyone has a place.

May 15, 2022 Fifth Sunday of Easter

n P R E P A R I N G  F O R  T H E  S E S S I O N

Focus on Acts 11:1–18

WHAT is important to know?              — From “Exegetical Perspective,” Robert W. Wall

The church’s prior belief that Gentiles must be purified—by circumcision and Torah observance—to be 
initiated into the covenant-keeping community is now rewritten by divine revelation to include uncircumcised 
Gentiles. God’s plan is disclosed to Peter neither by kerygma nor by Scripture but by religious experience. His 
prior claim of divine impartiality (10:34) is learned by a series of timely revelations, climaxed by his observation 
that “God gave them the same gift that he gave us when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ” (11:17;  
cf. 11:15b). Even though a nonproselyte Gentile, Cornelius evidently received blessings promised by God to 
Israel, including “the gift of the Spirit.” 

WHERE is God in these words?  — From “Theological Perspective,” Lewis S. Mudge

Yet in every age we see human resistance to each new thing, including the gospel that “everything has become 
new” (2 Cor. 5:17). Is there anything in the faith that does not change? If Peter’s preaching is the criterion, then 
the changeless elements are speaking the name of Jesus, bearing witness to his resurrection, and acknowledging 
the transforming power of the Holy Spirit. We may add to this the foundational principle recorded in Acts 11, 
where notions of clean and unclean as ways of separating people from one another are ruled antithetical to 
Christian faith forever, invalidating any attempt on our part to reinstate them, in any form, ever again. 
    

SO WHAT does this mean for our lives? — From “Pastoral Perspective,” Joseph S. Harvard

More amazing than Peter’s vision and discernment was how the leaders in Jerusalem responded. They listened 
and were open to the new reality Peter envisioned. They could have said, “You are out of your mind, and this is 
wrong!” Instead, the Holy Spirit gave them the ability to listen and to change. As we go about our business in 
the church, the world is watching. Do we have anything to offer that differs from other groups characterized 
by dissension and division? Can we listen to each other and seek to discover where God’s Spirit is leading? Can 
we broaden the table so everyone has a place? 
 
NOW WHAT is God’s word calling us to do? — From “Homiletical Perspective,” Stephen D. Jones

As followers of the rabbi from Nazareth whose primary teaching was through parables, we sometimes forget 
the power of stories today. We rarely tell our children the stories of how we have experienced God or how 
God changed our minds, redirected our paths, and opened new horizons for us. We do not tell the stories 
because we do not want to appear manipulative or better-than-thou or self-righteous. So we keep our stories 
to ourselves. This is not the message of Acts 11. If we would only learn to be storytellers and tell compelling 
stories, we could leave the rest up to the Spirit who takes up where stories end.

Acts 11:1–18
Ps. 148
Rev. 21:1–6 
John 13:31–35
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YOU WILL NEED
 ❏ white cloth

 ❏ Christ candle

 ❏ matches or lighter

 ❏ Color Pack 18, 22, 

30, 31

 ❏ Singing the Feast, 

2021–2022; CD player

 ❏ copies of Resource 

Sheet 1

 ❏ small star stickers

 ❏ Bibles

For Responding

 ❏ option 1: index cards, 

pens

 ❏ option 2: copies of 

Resource Sheet 2, 

pens

 ❏ option 3: Color Pack 

21, mural paper or 

newsprint and tape, 

pencils, sidewalk 

chalk, hairspray or art 

fixative spray

Focus on Your Teaching

The desire for status within peer groups is an increasingly important drive within tweens. 
They are becoming more aware of who is in and who is out. Labeling and criticism tend to 
increase as their critical thinking skills emerge. Sometimes tweens experience exclusion. 
Perhaps they are snubbed by a particular group or not invited to a party. Or they may be the 
ones who exclude others based on appearances or preferences. This passage will challenge 
tweens to think about how they can broaden their welcome so that everyone is included.

God of new life, as I prepare to teach, bring to my attention any barriers I 
put up to prevent me from extending your welcome to all. Amen. 

n L E A D I N G  T H E  S E S S I O N

GATHERING
Greet tweens as they arrive. Invite them to arrange the white cloth in the center of your 
learning space, place the Christ candle on it, and light it. Note that today is the Fifth Sunday 
of Easter. Lead the learners in the call and response: 

Teacher: The light of the risen Christ is with us! 
Learners: Thanks be to God! 
All: Alleluia! 

Sing “Christ the Lord Is Risen Today!” (Color Pack 31; track 2 on Singing the Feast,  
2021–2022). Pray aloud:

O God of new life, be with us as we gather to learn more about the never-
ending love of Jesus and how we can extend that love to others. Amen. 

Extinguish the candle.
 
Ask tweens to stand. Explain that when you call a number, they are to form groups of exactly 
that size. Call some numbers that will allow everyone to join a group and some that will 
make it impossible for everyone to be in a group. Don’t pause long between numbers. Finish 
by calling out the number of people in your group. Discuss:
P What was it like to be included in a group?  
P What was it like to be excluded?

Explain that the Bible story today is about how the early church learned to welcome others.

EXPLORING 
Show Color Pack 18. Encourage tweens to locate Jerusalem and Joppa and briefly recall the 
events that happened there. Ask a volunteer to locate Caesarea and place a star sticker by 
it. Explain that today’s story starts in Joppa, moves to Caesarea, and ends up in Jerusalem.

Crossing Boundaries

FOCUS SCRIPTURE
Acts 11:1–18 
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Remind tweens that 
the first Christians were 
also Jewish. They still 
honored Jewish laws 
and struggled with the 
idea that a person who 
wasn’t a Jew and didn’t 
follow the law could be 
a Christian and follow 
Jesus Christ.

Distribute copies of Resource Sheet 1 (Clean or Unclean) and have volunteers read the 
information about purity laws, which is important background information for today’s passage. 

Distribute Bibles and ask tweens to turn to Acts 11. Ask a volunteer to read aloud  
Acts 11:1–3. Recall that a Gentile was a person who was not Jewish. Ask:
P Why would the leaders of the early church who were Jewish criticize Peter for going 

into the home of Gentiles and eating with them?

Ask a volunteer to read aloud Acts 11:4–8.
P Why would Peter refuse to eat the animals that were shown to him in the vision?

Ask a volunteer to read aloud Acts 11:9–10.
P What did God say about the animals?
P What do you think this means?

Ask a volunteer to read aloud Acts 11:11–12.
P Why do you think Peter agreed to go to the house of a Gentile?

Ask a volunteer to read aloud Acts 11:13–17.
P What happened when Peter began to speak?
P Why did Peter see this as a sign that God welcomes Gentiles?

Ask a volunteer to read aloud Acts 11:18.
P Why did the Jews who were leaders of the early church change their minds about who 

could be welcomed into the church?

Have tweens stand in a circle. Ask a volunteer to stand outside the circle. Direct the rest of 
the group to huddle together and keep a tight circle. Have the volunteer try to break into 
the circle. After a few moments, pause the action. Ask the outsider:
P Why was it hard to join the circle?

Ask the rest of the group:
P Why did you resist (Name’s) attempt to join the circle?
P What kinds of things in our community or our church exclude people and make them 

feel like outsiders?

Have tweens open the circle by taking three steps back. Observe how much easier it is to 
join the circle when it is open. Be seated. Recall how Cornelius and the other Gentiles were 
facing tradition and prejudice that excluded them from the church. Discuss:
P How did God help Peter to open the church to all?
P How did Peter help the other believers open the church to all?
P What could our group do to help everyone feel welcome in our Sunday school and in 

our church?

Crossing Boundaries

Christ the Lord  
Is Risen Today

Christ the Lord is risen 
today! Alleluia!

All creation join to say, 
Alleluia!

Raise your joys and 
triumphs high; Alleluia!

Sing, O heavens, and earth 
reply, Alleluia!
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EASY 
PREP

Those who feel excluded 
may be people with 
physical disabilities, 
recent immigrants, 
people who are 
homeless, tweens who 
are bullied, newcomers, 
and tweens from low-
income families. 

If you do not have mural 
paper, tape several 
sheets of newsprint 
together to make a long 
strip.

RESPONDING 
Mark the activities you will use:
1. Drama Tweens will identify groups who might feel excluded from church and role-

play ways to help them feel welcome. Work together to list people who might feel like 
outsiders at church. Print each response on a separate index card and make a pile of 
them. Next, list all the places tweens might go in the coming week. Print each response 
on a separate index card and make another pile of cards. Form pairs. Have each pair draw 
one card from each pile and create a skit to show how they might welcome that person 
in that place. After a few moments, have pairs perform their skits for the entire group. 
Encourage tweens to keep their eyes open for those who are longing to be welcomed. 

2. Welcome Plan Tweens will think about what they can do to help everyone feel included 
and develop a welcome plan. Distribute copies of Resource Sheet 2 (Welcoming 
Church) and pens. Invite tweens to brainstorm ways they could help create a welcoming 
atmosphere within the church and the Sunday school. Discuss ways that tweens might 
put some of these ideas into action.

3. Welcome Mural Tweens will create a mural to welcome others to the church. Show 
Color Pack 21. Ask: What do you notice about the people in this artwork? In what ways 
does this look like a welcoming group of people? What do you like about being part of 
a group? Roll out the mural paper on the floor. Have learners take turns lying down 
to have his or her head and shoulders traced with a pencil. Overlap outlines so that 
everyone appears to be standing in a group. Invite tweens to use sidewalk chalk to add 
details to their own outlines. Ask a volunteer to write “Welcome” in large letters across 
the top and have tweens write welcoming messages around the edge of the mural. Spray 
the finished work with hairspray or art fixative to minimize smearing. Find a place in 
your church to hang the welcome mural.

CLOSING
Gather in a group around the worship center and light the candle. Hold up Color Pack 
22 and invite tweens to tell how the actions of Peter and Cornelius might inspire Jesus’ 
followers today—what might their story inspire us to do?

Sing “Give Me Joy in My Heart” (Color Pack 30; track 6 on Singing the Feast, 2021–2022). 

Ask learners to join in the Amen of the closing charge:
Let us go out into the world and show how the good news of God’s love is 
always present in our lives!
Amen! (Clap twice.) 

Try to have a quick word with individual learners as they leave. Thank them for coming, and 
affirm any positive contribution they made to the session.

Crossing Boundaries

Give Me Joy in My Heart

Give me joy in my heart, 
keep me singing,

Give me joy in my heart,  
I pray—hallelujah!

Give me joy in my heart, 
keep me singing,

Keep me singing till the 
break of day.

Sing hosanna, sing 
hosanna, sing hosanna  
to the King of kings!

Sing hosanna, sing 
hosanna, sing hosanna  
to the king. 

Repeat three times
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Tweens
Resource Sheet 1

In the time of the early church, the issue of cleanliness was a very 
important one. This didn’t refer to bathing every day. According to 
the law of Moses, different things were clean or unclean. A person 
would become unclean if he or she 
• had certain diseases.
• touched a dead body.
• ate particular kinds of food, such as pork, wild animals, reptiles, or 

wild birds. 

Also, people who were not Jewish (called Gentiles) were considered 
to be unclean. Any Jew who shared a meal with Gentiles or went into 
their homes would be considered unclean.

According to the law of Moses, 
• a person who was ritually unclean was outside of God’s circle of 

love. 
• God’s sacred promises no longer applied to an unclean person. 
• an unclean person could not worship God. 
• it was believed that God would not listen to the prayers of an 

unclean person.
• in unclean person could contaminate other people, and so would 

be shunned. 
• if an unclean person wanted to become clean again, he or she had 

to wait for a certain period of time, go through a solemn washing 
ritual, and then make the right kind of sacrifices.

The law of Moses was given to the people to set them apart as God’s 
chosen ones. Following these rules reminded them that they were 
different. By the time of Jesus, some Jews thought that following the 
rules was more important than caring for others. 

Jesus showed a new way of love. Jesus sometimes chose to set aside 
the purity laws in order to show God’s love to someone. For example, 
Jesus touched dead bodies—Jairus’s daughter and the son of the 
widow of Nain. He touched people with skin diseases. He talked with 
and ate meals with Jews who were considered unclean and with 
Gentiles.

Clean or Unclean

May 15, 2022
Crossing Boundaries

Hey, who are 
you calling 
unclean!

Wow, they took 
this seriously! 

W
ha

t’s
 the big deal?
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Tweens
Resource Sheet 2

The story of Peter and Cornelius calls Jesus’ followers today to think 
about ways to broaden their welcome so that there is a place for 
everyone in the church. 

Think about what it is like to go somewhere new, or to be in a place 
where you don’t know anyone else. What helps you feel welcome 
and included? 

Think about your church. What can you do to make it a more 
welcoming place? How can you let newcomers and visitors know 
they are welcome?

• How could we welcome visitors or newcomers when they arrive  
at the church building?

• How could we welcome families with young children?

• How could we welcome visitors to our Sunday school?

• How could we welcome people during fellowship time?

Welcoming Church

May 15, 2022
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