“Come and See” and “Go and Do”

Five Habits of Fruitful Congregation

This week we begin a new series on the five
practices of fruitful congregations based on the book by
Robert Schnase. The five practices are: radical
hospitality, passionate worship, intentional faith
development, risk-taking mission and service, and
extravagant generosity. Today we are starting with
radical hospitality.

So, what do you think of when you hear the word
hospitality? If you’re like me, you think of being a good
host, of welcoming people into our home — whether it’s
our personal home or here at our church home. What is
radical about that and why is it so important that it made
the top five practices of fruitful congregations? As it
turns out, hospitality includes the traditional ideas, but
that’s only the beginning.

As we begin this morning, | want to remind us of
the realities facing many, if not most, mainline churches

these days. We talked about some of these in our town



hall meetings, and we’re talking about them in Sunday
school and occasionally in committee meetings, but it is
critical that we keep these realities at the forefront of our
minds. The first thing we need to remember is that the
attractional model of church — the idea that if we build it
they will come, if we just invite or seek to attract people
—is no longer working.

There are a few exceptions to this rule. If someone
who is used to attending church moves to a new city,
they will often look for a new church home. Traditional
outreach and hospitality efforts can reach this
increasingly small group of folks. But by in large this is
a fruitless effort. Last spring at our Easter Egg hunt, we
made post cards about our Easter service that | handed
out to as many families as | could inviting them to join
us. No one came as a result of that effort. If you are
familiar with business language, that’s not a great return
on our investment is it? That doesn’t mean we stop
inviting people, but we can’t expect this to be a primary

means of outreach.



Why aren’t people responding to this attractional
model anymore? Unfortunately, a good number of people
are resistant or hostile toward the church, and many more
are simply indifferent — they view church as irrelevant or
unrelated to their lives. Many of these folks have never
even been inside a church. They go to weddings at
country clubs or other venues, they go to funerals at the
cemetery or the funeral home. Friends, we could be the
most hospitable people on the planet, we could have the
best worship and programs possible and they wouldn’t
have any particular reason to know or care. | would also
be remiss if I didn’t remind you that even the most
dynamic new pastor will not be able to change these new
realities. If you are still hoping that the new minister will
return the church to her glory days, that people will
automatically come when you call him or her, you will
likely be disappointed.

Now back to the non-churched folks — called the
nones. The idea of setting foot in our buildings on
Sunday morning would be quite anxiety producing for

them. It often starts in the parking lot — which door do |
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go in? Will anyone speak to me? Where is the sanctuary,
the restroom, is there a nursery? Where do | sit? A guest
with no church experience may have no idea how to find
hymns in our hymnal or how to find the Scripture reading
in the Bible. Being a good host, offering hospitality,
means anticipating the needs of our guests and doing all
we can to welcome, receive and care for guests who
venture into this strange new world called church.

And then we must consider how we follow up
with them. Traditionally churches will call or send a note
to first time guests, that’s what we do here. Others might
offer a coffee mug or go-cup with the church logo on it
as a gift. But here is a more radical idea | heard last
recently. Instead of spending $5 on a mug or go-cup, one
church emailed first time visitors, thanked them for
coming, and invited them to visit the church website to
see all the organizations the church partners with. Then
the church donated $5.00 in the visitors honor to the
partner organization of their choice. What a great way to
get visitors to your website, to show them how you are

active in the community, and invest the same $5.00 in



changing lives and furthering mission (of course your
website has to be up to date for this to work!)
(PAUSE)

The next thing we need to do after we relearn how
to welcome someone, is to adjust our thinking about how
people become part of our church family. We talked
about this a bit at the town hall meetings too. For most of
us, church membership started when we made a decision
to believe in Jesus. Whether we were raised in the church
or not, after we made an intentional decision to follow
Christ, we were baptized and became a member -- we
belonged. We attended classes to help us grow in our and
faith, and then we were asked to serve in some capacity.

Often this order is reversed now. Unchurched
people are far more likely to become affiliated with our
church because they support a ministry we are involved
in. Perhaps they hear about one of our new initiatives —
or one of our current ones. They are passionate about one
of those causes, so they might show up to help.

Freemason Street Baptist Church in Norfolk is a

great example of this. When the Norfolk Street Choir



started meeting in their church, they began the morning
by serving breakfast — it was an act of hospitality for the
homeless choir members. A local restaurant heard about
the breakfast and they began to donate and serve food to
the choir. Soon, these volunteers felt like they
“belonged” to the church, even though they had never
been inside the sanctuary or attended a worship service.
For these volunteers, their journey to a relationship with
Christ started with serving that resulted in a sense of
belonging to the church and hopefully ended up with
believing in and following Christ.

In another city, one agnostic man who supported a
ministry at a church in his area said he felt liked he
belonged and wanted to become a member, even though
he still wasn’t sure about this whole “Jesus thing.”
(PAUSE) How might we need to rethink our hospitality
to welcome those who come into church life in a way that
feels “backwards” to us?

Still another question we must ask is how do we
fully welcome folks who are oriented differently than we

are, folks who look and act differently? If most churches



are honest, we want to grow — but only if the new folks
look and act like we do and fit in seamlessly with
programs we already have in place. One church in South
Carolina had been praying for God to bring them children
for years. One day, a couple of the ladies were cleaning
up at the church and some neighborhood children saw
them. The children came to the door and asked if they

could come in — they had never been inside a church

before. The ladies welcomed them in and gave them a
tour, and as you could imagine, they had a million
questions. Over time this initial encounter turned into
Monday school (instead of Sunday School) hosted by 2
or 3 of the churches clustered together in that town.
We’ve got lots of children now, the church ladies say
laughing, we just always imagined they’d come with
adults attached. It wasn’t how they expected God to
answer their prayers. (PAUSE) In resort areas, churches
have learned that over 2/3 of local residents have to work
on Sunday mornings, so they offer a mid-week evening

worship they can attend.



Although all of these ways to extend hospitality
are important, they still follow the attractional model of
ministry. And we know that churches that will be fruitful
moving forward must also extend hospitality outside the
four walls of the church. We do this every time we go to
the Veteran’s Shelter or Feed More, every time we take
food to the food pantry or do initiatives like the fruit
drive we did this summer. Every time we engage in an
act of service, we offer hospitality. There are countless
ways that we can continue to do this as a church. One
church decided to offer “Sidewalk Sunday School,” —
dropping off Sunday School teachers in local parks and
neighborhoods to welcome children into already familiar
spaces. Another church began offering water and cookies
to neighborhood youth who played basketball on the
church’s parking lot court. This evolved into a weekly
cook-out that grew to include the families of the young
people. Our new initiatives can help us extend this kind
of hospitality in innovative ways. In addition to
things we can do as a congregation, there are lots of

things we can do as individuals to extend hospitality as
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well. Jesus modeled this for us over and over again. The
disciples often tried to keep people from Jesus — children,
those who were ill and needed healing, Gentiles. But over
and over again Jesus stepped toward those that the
disciples tended to reject — so much so that they often
invited Jesus into their homes in return.! And we can
follow Jesus’ example here.

Nearly 30 years ago, sociologist Ray Oldenburg
developed the concept of 3™ places." Third places are
gathering points where we spend time with others in
community outside of home and work. This used to be
the church, didn’t it? But now, 40-60% of people have
no relationship to a church. Where are those 3" spaces
more often now? Coffee shops or bars, dog parks, yoga
studios or the Y, online groups, children’s sporting
venues. Many people who do not belong to a church
belong to these groups. And many of these people are
longing for the authentic community that church has to
offer, but they don’t know the name of a pastor to call
when they experience grief or trauma. They do not have a

place to learn about peace, justice, repentance,
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forgiveness, love and grace. We don’t hesitate to
recommend our accountant, our barber or a doctor, so
why are we so hesitant to offer a way to a life changing
relationship with Christ? I get that we don’t want to seem
pushy or offend others, but there are ways to extend
hospitality that will pave the way for these conversations.
So what might it mean to meet people in those 3™ spaces
with the gospel?

We can start small. What if the next time you were
in a restaurant you said to your server, “When our meal
comes, we are going to offer a pray of thanks for our
food. Is there something we can pray for you about when
we do that?” That’s simple, but radical hospitality in 3™
spaces.

This is not new. Jesus sent his disciples out “to
every town and place where he himself intended to go.”
Schnase says, “Imagine how differently we would
behave toward our neighbors and those we regularly
encounter through our work, leisure activities, and
volunteerism if we viewed ourselves as being sent by

Christ to offer hospitality into those spaces and



11

relationships. All of these places are places where Jesus
himself intends to go. He is sending us on his behalf as a
disciple, and ambassador, with a message of love, grace,
peace and reconciliation. The smallest act can have a
huge impact. (PAUSE) So beloved,, let’s go above and
beyond traditional hospitality and invite people to come

and see, and then let’s go and do!
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