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“Was I Invited?”
Matthew 22:1-10

Radical Hospitality: First of the Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations
Sunday, September 14, 2008

Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
Junior High was not the best time in my life. And of course I am dating myself because now it is “Middle School,” and actually that has even changed in some places. But that age is a difficult time. It is the time that we become keenly aware of social acceptance, or the lack of acceptance. It was as not a good time for me. Many of my friends seemed like they were abandoning me – making choices I didn’t want to make and then shunning me. I pretended that I felt good making right choices, but it hurt. My friends made it clear to me that I was not invited to the inner circle of friendship that was reforming with this new experience called Junior High. Sensitivities are so heightened during this time of life. One day in seventh grade, I was talking in class with a girl with whom I had been a friend since preschool (what we called “library school”) and she told me to “turn around, your breath stinks.” She was probably right, but what I also knew is that it was a culmination of other behavior that was telling me “you’re no longer in our circle. You’re not invited.” 
I remember hanging with Chuck, one of my neighborhood friends, and he got invited to go swimming at another neighbor’s house – the only pool in the neighborhood at the time. I decided to go down with him and hang out until he was done swimming when we could resume our play. I think the owner was beginning to feel a little guilty, watching me just stand there. He had a pool full of neighbors on a hot summer’s day and I was hanging on the outside of the fence watching and waiting for Chuck. The owner began talking with me about why he couldn’t invite me to go swimming, because if he invited me then he would have to invite everyone else. I sort of looked around wondering who the heck “everyone else” was – I seemed to be the only one there that was not swimming. I told him I understood, which I did, sort of. But it hurt. It was clear I wasn’t invited. I wasn’t welcomed.

For some reason Junior High is riddled with those kinds of memories. But there is one in particular that I shudder at, because it could have had devastating consequences, or at least life changing ramifications for me. I did have one friend who always made me feel welcomed and part of the group. Many of you know him. It is Mr. Mark Baily. When we were in Junior High he invited me to go to church youth group with him. Now I don’t want to pass over that quickly. I want you to hear that. Here is one Junior High boy asking another Junior High boy to go to church with him. Now we both went to the same church and both of our families were regular attendees, but I was not involved with youth group at all. And Mark, knowing me well enough, probably thought my soul needed all the help it could get – he was open and gracious and inviting. So I went and met up with him one Sunday afternoon at youth group.

The activity for the evening was planning the retreat that was coming up. I was thinking to myself, “that sounds pretty fun. I might like doing that,” until I was informed that I wasn’t welcomed to go. You see there was a rule. They didn’t want people to just come for all the fun stuff, so there was a rule that you had to participate with the youth group for six weeks before you were allowed to go on one of the retreats. The leaders explained that to me, and I told them I understood. I got it – swimming pool. I’m not welcomed. And I didn’t go back.

Actually I did go back a couple of years later, and church youth group became one of the transforming experiences in my life. But I came that close to missing it because I didn’t think I was welcomed.

Helping people experience the transforming power of God can be as simple as inviting someone to come to church with you. Missing to provide that opportunity to someone can be as simple the church not being ready to help people feel welcomed. And that never happens on purpose, but often just because we lack the intentionality to be hospitable, which raises all the insecurities of being in Junior High.

Today we begin a series on the Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations as outlined by Bishop Robert Schnase in a book by the same name. Bishop Schnase convincingly contends that a church needs to be intentional about five areas. And if it is, the church will experience a fruitful ministry. Those five areas are Radical Hospitality, Passionate Worship, Intentional Faith Development, Risk-Taking Mission and Service, and Extravagant Generosity.

The interesting thing about this book is that it’s not rocket science. It really doesn’t tell us anything we don’t already know. But I think the genius of the book is just that. It helps us see and get excited about what we already know. I think Bishop Schnase has done a terrific job with his breadth of church experience to distill the call of the church into five clearly defined areas. And perhaps most helpful are his adjectives for each of those areas because they help us understand the urgency of our mission and ministry. So we are not simply talking about hospitality, worship, faith development, mission, and stewardship – but, RADICAL hospitality, PASSIONATE worship, INTENTIONAL faith development, and EXTRAVAGANT GENEROSTIY.

It is my hope that each of you will read the book. We will order one for you through the church. Simply call the church office and let Tina know. There are questions at the end of each chapter to help you study and consider its ramifications, so maybe you will want to put a book study group together. And as I mentioned last week, Amy Kennedy has developed a study guide for each chapter as well because WOWMOMs has already used this book as a study and she is making that available as well.

I also think it is important to remember that when we talk about the church, it isn’t some entity outside ourselves. The church is you – you as an individual and you collectively. When we talk about the five practices of fruitful congregations, they have individual and collective components.

When we hear about radical hospitality, what does that mean for us? This emphasis is nothing new. We’ve talked about this before. Rev. Joanne has preached on it, she is coordinating hospitality efforts, and in many ways demonstrates what hospitality is. You’ve heard me quote Keith Radak’s two minute rule – after worship the first two minutes you talk with someone, make it someone you don’t know. There are simple things we can do to put a friendlier, more welcoming face on our church experience.

But, according to Schnase, “Radical hospitality is more than common politeness to newcomers, name tags for greeters, or a few visitor parking spaces, although these are important. Hospitality is a quality of spiritual initiative, the practice of an active and genuine love, a graciousness unaffected by self-interest, an opening of ourselves and our faith community to receive others.”

Our Scripture lesson this morning speaks to the radical side of hospitality. In an attempt to describe the kingdom of heaven, Jesus tells a parable of a marriage feast. I do not want to allegorize this parable point by point because I am not sure that is the point. But what we have is a group of people who consider themselves the insiders, who have position. It’s just like Junior High all over again. You’ve got the in crowd, and then you have the rest of us. But the in crowd thought that their position was enough and ignored any of the social norms. And I am not even sure all that matters so much except to set up the punch line: the Kingdom of Heaven is open to everyone. Perhaps, even especially to those who don’t think that it is.

What was it that the king did when he found that his normal cohorts were snubbing him? He sent out those who worked for him to invite and welcome everyone they could find to come to the feast. If it isn’t obvious, let me make it so. We are the ones who work for the King. Our job is to go out into the streets and invite everyone we can find to the feast.

Radical means drastically different from ordinary practice, outside the normal. And so Schnase encourages us to understand that radical hospitality is more than being courteous and passively receiving visitors warmly. Radical hospitality is marked by an invitational posture. Not because radical hospitality is about growing a large numerical church. But because we understand that the world can be a lonely, desolate place, and that is not what God intends for anyone to experience. We are here to actively offer community.

Schnase makes this point when he relates an experience he had when he worked in a clergy-training program at a hospital. He was called to the emergency room to support an older man whose wife had been brought to the hospital by ambulance. They had started their morning with no idea how events would unfold that day. After shopping, they stopped at a restaurant, and while she was eating, she suffered a heart attack and was rushed to the hospital. Schnase had just sat down with the man in a small conference room when the doctor came in and shared that the man’s wife had just died, and he left the man an envelope containing her wedding ring, necklace, and eyeglasses. After a few moments of sharing the grief Schnase asked the man if he could call his pastor. He didn’t have a pastor. They didn’t attend church. He then asked about calling a family member to come and get him. But the man told him that family was scattered around the country and no one lived close by. Schnase asked about a neighbor who might help him, but they were new to the complex where they were living and he didn’t know anyone.

Schnase writes that, “I helped him with the paper work, offered a prayer as I held his hands in mine, handed him the envelope that contained the jewelry and glasses, escorted him to the exit, and watched him walk away alone to cope with the shocking news of the day and to grasp its meaning for himself all on his own.”

That is not the way God intended for us to live, with the insecurities of a shunned Junior Higher. God has placed in the midst of all this the church – you and me – that we might actively welcome all into a community where they might experience that God loves them, and that they are of supreme value and significance. The world might call it radical. We just know it as living our faith.

May it be true in your life and in mine. Amen.
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