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    September 22, 2007

Invite Me In

Matthew 25: 37-45


The North Georgia Conference of United Methodist Christians has been changing rapidly.  New immigrants, most of whom speak Spanish, have brought the world to Atlanta.  15% of all workers in America are Hispanic.  In the Atlanta metro area, the number of Spanish speakers grew 53% in the past 6 years.  Spanish speakers represent almost 9% of our population.


Some people talk about immigration in terms of politics and the law.  But for me, immigration is about people – God’s people – it is about you and it is about me.  Immigration is also about tomorrow – about what our Area and our Church will look like in the future.  You are important to this community and to this Church of ours.  Agriculture, home building, the poultry business and many small businesses would collapse without your hard work – and our Church cannot be healthy, vital and in line with God’s vision for us without your discipleship.  This is your home and this is your Church.

(Read scripture – Matthew 25: 37 – 45)


After almost 12 years as the Bishop of North Georgia, I have been in hundreds of our churches.  I have yet to find a church that did not think of itself as a friendly, hospitable place – those of us who have been a part of the church for years arrive on Sunday anxious to see our friends – to reconnect with people we care about – to see a friendly face – to share a warm hug.  But all of that is not Christian hospitality – Christian hospitality is directed to the stranger – it is our desire to invite, welcome, receive and care for those who are strangers – so that they find a spiritual home and discover for themselves abundant life in Christ.


Sometimes “the stranger” among us is a person from a different culture with a language we do not understand – but often “the stranger” is someone who looks and talks just like us -- but they do not know the Lord.  They are spiritually hungry and starving in their souls because they have never learned to call upon Jesus.

A majority of our neighbors on the streets where we live would not know the name of a pastor if they faced an unexpected grief and needed someone to call on.  Most of our co-workers have a handful of friends and a circle of acquaintances, but they do not know the sustaining support and grace that a church can offer.  Most of the families who have kids who play soccer with our kids, most high school students, most of the people who repair our cars or serve us in restaurants do not have a church home where they can learn about God’s love for them.  Half the people at the mall, or walking with us on sidewalks, or next to us on the bus do no know what it is like to lift their voices in song or prayer.  People around us are spiritually impoverished – and the Lord expects us to give them the Bread of Life – Jesus our Lord and Savior.

Our hospitality – our openness – our willingness to throw open our arms and the door of our church will make an enormous difference in the lives of the strangers among us.


People need to know that God loves them, that they are of supreme value and that their life has significance.  People need to know that they are not alone and that when life is painful and difficult that they can be surrounded by a community of faithful disciples who will enfold them with God’s grace.  Our neighbors need to know that God answers prayer – they need to know that family conflict can be reconciled; they need to know that despair and discouragement can be overcome by the hope we have in Jesus; they need to know that temptations can be overcome; they need to know that peace can run deep like a river in their hearts; that courage and confidence are available through Jesus in a time of death and crushing grief.  Our neighbors need to learn how to offer and accept forgiveness.  The Church is a school of God’s love – people need to know that life is not just about making a good salary – it is about learning who to live for.


Now, most people don’t want to be told how to live but they will gladly embrace the good news of the gospel when they experience the love of Christ through you and me.  So, when we invite people to be part of our church, we really invite them to allow the power of Jesus to radically change them.

I like the word radical.  It means “drastically different from the ordinary”.  It means going the second mile.  Radical hospitality means maximum welcome – extending to people with a glimpse of God’s unmerited gracious love of Jesus.


The early church had a simple, clear invitation to the lost.  John 1: 39 says plainly – “Come and see” and later in verse 44 (read verse 44 – 46) Come and see.  Let me ask you a question – if a visitor comes to your church what will they see?  Will they see you welcoming and loving the strangers?  Will they see you loving and caring for one another?  Will they see disciples of Jesus engaged in passionate, spirit-filled worship?  Will they find you growing in your faith?  Would they see generous, faithful, obedient servants of Christ?


I believe they would see Jesus in you.  Go and make disciples for Jesus.  Help people like me to know how to reach our Spanish-speaking neighbors.  Help us to learn how to be in ministry with you – there is so much for me to learn – help us help you be even more effective in reaching the lost for Jesus.  And may God bless you in these days to come.

Blessed are all who love the Lord

who walk in his ways

You will eat the fruit of your labor

Blessings and prosperity will be yours.
May the Lord bless you from Zion,

all the days of your life.

May you see the prosperity of Jerusalem,

And may you live to see your children’s children.

Peace be with you.  Amen
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