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Job 38:1-7, Psalm 104:1-9, Hebrews 5:1-10, Mark 10:35-45

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen


I can remember when I was in elementary school how important birthday parties were.   The pattern repeated itself when our children were little.   The little envelope would come in the mail or be handed out at school to be taken home.   Inside was a cute invitation with a clown or balloons or a picture of a gift with a time, date, and place for the party to honor a particular friend.  Cabbage Patch dolls and Transformer theme parties were big when David and Amy were that age.  I imagine that invitations  are still important today whether they come by e-mail, FaceBook,Twitter, or the old-fashioned way.  For most children and adults, receiving an invitation and the anticipation of the party to follow might be  the highlight of the week if not the month.   Of course once we go to the party we are welcomed and have a great time, but  receiving the invitation is the all important key.  There is for most of us, after all, a big difference between being welcoming and being  invited.

The Episcopal Church prides itself on being a welcoming  church.   When  Tom and I travel, we often look for the blue and white signs such as the ones that hang on the corner of 9th and Madison and by our north parking lot.  Most of the time when we join a worshipping community on Sundays, they are warm, friendly and welcoming.   Some have greeters who help new people through the service, others have newcomers introduce themselves at the announcement time.   I wonder though, in light of the declining numbers in the Episcopal Church and all mainline churches whether simply being welcoming is enough.  I would suggest that it is not, and as Canon Tim Anderson has said, “The Episcopal Church has to stop being a welcoming church and become an inviting church.”    Perhaps our slogan should be not The Episcopal Church welcomes you but The Episcopal Church Invites You.

Radical hospitality or doing more than we have to because we want to has always been scriptural.    Consider the story of Abraham and Sarah who entertain the three men in Genesis 18.  The men appear by the oaks of Mamre and Abraham and Sarah not only allow them to refresh themselves but they prepare a feast for their visitors.   Many have speculated that these three visitors to Abraham and Sarah might have actually been a personification of the Trinity.  That personification is certainly portrayed in Reblev’s famous icon based on Genesis 18 entitled “The Trinity.”

   Or how about the Parable of the Good Samaritan which Jesus relates when an attorney asks him, “But who is my neighbor?”    We know the story a man is beaten by robbers and left for dead.  The priest and the Levite pass by the man, but a Samaritan not only stops to help the victim, but loads him on a donkey, takes him to an inn, and pays for his care.   The story is especially noteworthy because Samaritans and Jews were bitter enemies.

Radical hospitality is what we have been charged with as Christians.  Not just friendly and welcoming but inviting and caring for people.    We say in our baptismal promises that we will with God’s help “Proclaim by word and example the Good News of God in Christ.”  How can we become not just welcoming but inviting as individuals and as a community of God at Trinity?  


First of all we need to come to church ourselves on a regular basis. Inez brought to my attention an article written by Dean Hurley who is the Dean of the Cathedral in Omaha.  He says in part, “It is so easy to get out of the habit of being in church and in that vacuum we take on a new habit of not going to church.   Going to church is good for us.   We hear of love and healing and hope.  We gather with others who are also on life’s path that can often be confusing and painful. 

When you are not in Church you are missed.  When you are in Church you add to that critical mass of worship that allows it to come alive with the presence of God.  Come and hear the Word of God.  Come and be fed by Jesus in Holy Communion.  Come and open yourself to the strength and leadership of God in your life.”
So come to church yourself on a regular basis – not out of guilt but out of expectation.   What does God have for me today or this week?   What does God intend to do for Norfolk with the help of the people of Trinity?   Maybe you have a divine appointment to help someone else who is struggling.  Maybe simply your smile at the right time will be just what another person needs.   If life has been filled with problems lately, come to church and expect to receive divine direction.   If life has been wonderful lately, come to church and give thanksgiving.  Or simply come to church because it is the only place you care to be on a Saturday night or Sunday morning.   Come to church and reacquaint yourself with the God who always sees us as the best that we can be.  Help us be an inviting church.
Besides coming to church ourselves, we need to talk to others about some way that our faith has helped us through the week.   Or a time this past week when we felt close to God.   Our world is a hurting world, a world of grief and anguish that is hidden under masks of socially acceptable behavior.   Being people of God and inviting others to join us, can bring healing to that hurting world one person at a time.  Another word for being an inviting person of faith is, of course, Evangelism.   Bringing people to know God or evangelism is not about a sales pitch.   Evangelism is storytelling and it begins with our stories.   

Think about the last week or even think about today.   Was there a scripture that helped you make a difficult decision?   Did a Christian friend offer to really listen to you and share your joy or pain or?  Was a there a sunset or a sunrise that was gorgeous?  Where ever we find goodness and love, God is present.  Did you have a moment in which you felt close to God this week?

My moment closest to Christ this last week was attending the Narcotics  Anonymous NA leader’s meeting last Sunday and being very warmly welcomed.  I meet with the leaders of the area NA group  every three or four months.  The NA area extends from O’Neill to Wayne and down to Norfolk.  I attend the meetings to keep the lines of communication open and to hopefully represent a non-judgmental Christianity.   Several of those leaders have begun to attend Trinity occasionally in the last year and last Sunday I was asked about baptism and blessing of a marriage. 
If you had a moment closest to God last week terrific, share it with someone.   If you didn’t, pay attention next week and see if you can isolate a moment or moments when you felt close to Christ.  Help the words we say “All things come of thee, Oh Lord,”  Come to life in your life.  Help us be an inviting church
So coming to church regularly as well as  talking about the moments we have felt close to God that week are important pieces of becoming an inviting church.    Are you ready for the third way that will help?  It is not an easy one.  Look around the sanctuary today, think about what that sanctuary would be like if everyone in attendance invited someone to church. Notice I didn’t say if some of the people invited someone they know to church.  I said if all of the people attending invited someone to church.  It is too easy to wiggle out by rationalizing, well I don’t think I can invite someone to church, so I’ll let someone else do it.   We all know Christians who are for one reason or another not attending church.    They might be people in another group we attend.   They might be our neighbors or co-workers or?  
First of all pray about whom God would have you ask.   My prayer goes something like this.”Gracious God please show me who you would like me to invite.  Put them in front of me so I don’t miss them.”   And then wait and see what happens.    Secondly, find something at Trinity that you really like and plan to attend.   It might be Wednesday Bible Study,  the parish clean-up day next Saturday,  the Consecration Sunday meal in two weeks, the Chili Feed on Nov. 22nd, or the Thanksgiving Service that we are going to have with the First Congregational Church on Thanksgiving Eve.    It might be a Daughters of the King service project , a Rescue Mission Dinner that Trinity provides, Godly Play or the Youth group activities.     Whatever you are passionate about.   First pray, then tell the person a story of why you plan to attend, and then invite them.   If they say no, don’t give up, have a back-up plan.   Help us be an inviting church.

Consider the following that Rhoda sent me.    “The next time you feel like GOD can’t use you, just remember:  Noah was a drunk. Abraham was too old.  Isaac was a daydreamer.  Jacob was liar.  Leah was ugly.  Joseph was abused.  Moses had a stuttering problem.  Gideon was afraid.  Samson had long hair and was a womanizer.  Jeremiah and Timothy were too young.  David had an affair and was a murderer.  Isaiah preached naked.  Jonah ran from God, Naomi was a widow. Job went bankrupt.  Peter denied Christ.  The Disciples fell asleep while praying.  Martha worried about everything.  The Samaritan woman was divorced, more than once.  Zaccheus was too small.  Paul was too religious.  Timothy had an ulcer… And Lazarus was dead!  And don’t forget.  Jesus helped them all.   No more excuses!  God can use you to your full potential.  Besides you aren’t the message, you are just the messenger.  In the circle of God’s love, God is waiting to use your full potential.
Help Trinity be not a welcoming church, but an inviting one.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

