The Church You’ve Always Longed For: Session 3 [image: image1.png]



Welcomes All People

Acts 10

No matter where a person goes they want to feel welcomed.  Everyone basically knows this.  Marketers know this too.  Big businesses spend big money to make people feel welcome.  If people feel welcome, they are more likely to buy their products.  Wal-Mart and Sam’s Club have been successful not just because of low prices, but they were one of the first retailers to invest heavily in the art of making people feel welcome.
This week’s emphasis in our series is “becoming a church that welcomes all people.”  During today’s teaching time, we’re going to ask ourselves the question, “Are we a church that welcomes all people?  As we look at what the Bible says, our goal is to come to an even better understanding of what it means to really welcome all people.


The Outsider

Our text is Acts 10, and it begins with a man named Cornelius.  He lived in Caesarea and was a centurion in the Italian regiment.  Caesarea was the center of Roman government in the Middle East.  Cornelius commanded a large number of troops in the Roman Army and was a man of nobility and influence. He was a Roman citizen and embraced Greco-roman culture, yet he was a seeker, someone who longed to know more about God.
One day, while Cornelius was hanging out at home an angel of God came to him.  Cornelius managed the courage to ask what he wanted, and the angel told him to send men to Joppa, about 30 miles from Caesarea, to bring back a guy named Peter who was staying with Simon the tanner.

Cornelius would have recognized right away that Simon was a Jewish name, and that Jews and Romans did not associate with each other.  Cornelius knew he was an outsider to most Jews, but demonstrating faith and obedience he called two servants and a trusted soldier, told them everything and sent them to Joppa to find Peter.  

Stretching Comfort Zones
Meanwhile, the scene shifts to Joppa at the house of Simon the tanner.  Peter happens to be in prayer when he sees a vision of a sheet, the kind you’d spread out on the ground for a picnic, coming down from heaven.  The sheet has animals, reptiles and birds on it, and a voice says to Peter, “Get up, Peter.  Kill and eat.”  In other words, “Here’s supper!”
Peter was a good Jew, and that meant eating only ritually clean or kosher foods.  Lizards and exotic birds were off the menu.  If you wanted to play a cruel practical joke on a Jew, this is how you’d do it.  Peter was mortified too because this was gentile food, the stuff that godless Greeks and Romans ate.  God repeats the vision three times though, and each time He chides Peter saying, “Don’t call anything unclean that God has made clean.”

God stretched Peter’s comfort zone, and he was about to stretch it even further.  The three men sent by Cornelius arrived at the house.  Standing at the door are three foreigners – Romans, Gentiles, outsiders, idol worshippers, lizard eaters. If eating lizards is bad, standing in the same room with these guys was even more unthinkable.  But Peter knew God was up to something, and demonstrating faith and obedience he accepted the invitation to travel to Caesarea.  In this account of Peter and Cornelius’ cross cultural encounter, we have a great picture of what it looks like to welcome all people – in spite of ourselves.  Here are just a few of the things we can learn.
Close the Gap
A church that welcomes all people looks for opportunities to close the gap.  Good baseball players don’t sit back and wait for a ground ball to come to them.  They charge the ball as it comes towards them to close the gap.  We should be willing to close the gap with other people are, not only waiting for them to come to us.  Jesus himself closed gaps in his own ministry.  To the outcast Zacchaeus, Jesus made the first move and said, “I’m going to your house.”  He invited himself over for lunch.  Peter learned that he needed to close the gap with Cornelius and go to him. 
What about you?  Are you a gap closer, or do you sit back and wait for others to make the first move?  Who are the Corneliuses in your neighborhood?  Go to them.  Close the gap.  It can be as easy as walking over to the fence and saying hello.  Invite them to supper.  Be willing to be invited to supper.  Many of these “Corneliuses” are standing on the outside, seeking God, praying that someone would help them close the gap.

Beyond Handshakes and Smiles

From Peter, we also learn that welcoming all people goes beyond a polite hand shake and a smile.  On one occasion I stopped by Wal-Mart on the way home from work to buy mothballs.  I was greeted at the door, but then things went downhill fast.  I couldn’t find them, and I could not find anyone to help me.  I encountered a group of angry moms fighting over school supplies; they cursed and elbowed as I tried to squeeze past.  I finally located the mothballs high up on a top shelf and waited while a grumbling employee got them down.  I was welcomed at the door, but I left frustrated and feeling anything but welcome.  Why?  Everybody knows that a hand shake and a hello are only as good as the actions that follow.
Thankfully, this doesn’t happen at church.  Or does it?  We strategically place a greeter near the door, and think we’ve done our job.  But guests do go unnoticed.  They sit alone and feel invisible.  After church, we head for the cookies and gather into cliques, but do we welcome people into our conversations?  They leave emotionally beat up, frustrated and unwelcome – even though they were technically welcomed.  So what do we do?
For Peter, welcoming all people began with repentance.  He confessed his sins to God, and he apologized to Cornelius.  “You are well aware that it is against our law for a Jew to associate with a Gentile or visit him. But God has shown me that I should not call any man impure or unclean.”  He is saying, “I am sorry for looking down my nose at you.”  We can do the same.  Ask God to forgive us for being insensitive and unaware.  Then we might also apologize to other.  Even something as simple as, “I’m sorry, I should have introduced myself earlier.”  Then introduce your friends and draw them into your conversation.  

Fear Not Inconvenience
Peter also learned through this experience that a church that welcomes all people is not afraid of inconvenience.  Welcoming people can be very inconvenient.  For Peter, it meant associating with people he didn’t like very much.  It also meant interrupting his ocean-side retreat to go to another city.  For us, it might mean eating strange foods.  Our Hong Kong mission team ate fish eyes. Sean Urban even licked a mango.  Welcoming all people might mean spending time with people in “unclean” neighborhoods.
Near Concordia University, there is a tall apartment complex filled mostly with African immigrants.  A lot of people call it “the ghetto in the sky.”  It’s noisy, dirty and smells bad.  Most people wouldn’t be caught dead there.  But a handful of students from Concordia refuses to be scared away by the inconvenience.  They go there on a weekly basis to meet physical, educational and spiritual needs.  They consider the inconvenience a privilege.  Why?  They see the positive change their presence makes.  They are blessed by the warmth and friendship they receive in return.  Most of all, they are deeply thankful for Jesus Christ who willingly inconvenienced himself by coming to earth, putting up with the stench and filth of our sins, and then dying for us.  These young people have taken to heart Philippians 2:5-11.
Know Who You Are and What You Believe
A church that welcomes all people knows who they are and what they believe.  Cornelius told Peter, “Tell us what God sent you here to say.”  Peter did not fumble around, or apologize for religious differences.  He explained that he was a disciple of Jesus and a witness of all that Jesus did.  Then he presented the truth: All people have sinned and deserve God’s punishment, but Jesus came to restore peace through his substitutional death and resurrection.  All who believe this will receive eternal life.
For us, never apologize for being Christian or for being Lutheran.  Know that you are God’s child through Jesus, and explain with confidence and respect the faith you’ve been taught.  A great template for explaining the Christian faith is Peter’s speech in Acts 10:34-43.  It’s the whole story of salvation in a nutshell.  And let the small catechism be your guide for explaining with joy and clarity what makes us unique as Lutherans.  Very few denominations have the same emphasis on salvation by grace without works.  And even fewer emphasize God’s physical presence through Holy Communion and baptism.  These differences matter and they are differences that we hold to with confidence.

When we know who we are and what we believe, we also know why we want to welcome all people in the first place.  Wal-Mart welcomes people because they want to make money.  And that’s fine, if you’re Wal-Mart.  We welcome people because we want to make disciples.  We know the treasure we have, and we want to share it.  What a shame it would be not to share that good news simply because we won’t leave our comfort zones.  
As we become a church that welcomes all people, I want you to know that in the short time I have been here I have felt sincerely welcomed.  My family and I have been moved by your generosity and care.  But we pray that God will continue to stretch our comfort zones to welcome all people, especially as we take the good news across cultural boundaries to the Chinese.  Culture shock will be a reality on both sides, but so will God’s grace.

Stretching Exercises…
Continue to stretch your comfort zones.  Pray about it, but also consider doing some very practical stretching exercises this week.  In your outline there are some easy exercises to get you started.

Get to know a person outside your comfortable circle of friends and acquaintances.  You don’t have to try to convert anyone in a week.  Just get to know them and begin forming new relationships outside your normal circles.  Here are some suggestions. 

· Invite someone of another race or economic background for dinner.

· Ask someone from another culture to introduce you to their cuisine (even if it means eating a lizard.)

· Invite a co-worker out for coffee.

· Married couples, invite a single person for dinner after church.

· Young people, offer to make dinner for those with grey hair, or offer to do house or yard projects.

Whatever you end up doing think of yourself as going beyond handshakes and smiles, closing the gap, don’t be afraid of inconvenience, and know who you are.  God is with you, and the Corneliuses are counting on you.
Let’s pray… 
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