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Today’s message is based out of “The Evangelistic Love of God &
Neighbor” by Bishop Scott Jones. At the heart of our message today is
a consideration of hospitality, but especially how evangelism relates
back to hospitality. Evangelism does not mean being a part of a
political movement. Evangelism is connected with the “evangel,” which
when translated from Greek means “Good News.” To put it simply, we
are looking at how hospitality relates back to sharing the good news.

I thought we could begin with a story this morning. Rather than focus
on a story about good news, I thought I would share the story of a time
when there was really bad news. A few years ago during late
November, something awful happened. Twas the night before
Thanksgiving and all through the house, every creature was stirring,
probably even the mouse. We had been cooking dinner in the oven
when we noticed it was taking a long time for our dinner to cook. In
fact, dinner looked stone cold.

There was a good reason everything was a bit frosty. The oven had
died. The burners worked fine, but the actual oven was dead as a
doornail. Nearby in the refrigerator, the turkey was thawed and brining,
the side dishes were ready to pop in the oven, but there was no oven
and all of my in-laws were headed to our house bright and early. To say
that we were a bit distraught is an understatement. How do you cook a
dinner for ten plus people without an oven? Better yet, how do you
cook Thanksgiving dinner for ten plus people when your oven won’t
heat?



The problem is a simple one to understand, even if you have never
cooked a day in your life. You cannot cook a large turkey on a
stovetop, the side dishes need to be roasted at a certain temperature,
and not everything can be served cold. Without an oven, pulling off a
feat like cooking Thanksgiving dinner can seem impossible.

We will come back to the story so that you are not wondering what
happened, but I want to stick with this moment in the story. When the
oven broke down, I suddenly realized how reliant I was on that one tool
to prepare a meal for my wife’s extended family. I had come to rely on
that one tool so greatly that things fell apart when the tool no longer
worked the way it felt like I needed it to work.

In the church, we often have more than enough tools at hand in the
kitchen when we prepare a meal, but sometimes we come across a
similar situation in other places. For many years, many churches did
things the exact same way week after week. The same people
greeted, the same people came through the doors, and if there was a
stranger, they often fit into the mold or walked away in time. You could
walk away from a church for a decade, walk in the doors, and the
greeter would often still know you and you would know the greeter. If
there was a new greeter, people would still be in their same pews. It
was very comforting and welcoming. Like Thanksgiving, everything at
the table had a place and everyone knew how the meal would go
before it even began.

What happens when the mold is pushed though? What happens when
someone comes through the door who looks nothing like everyone
else? What happens when they don’t fit the bill? There’s an urban
legend of a pastor who began serving at a very affluent and prestigious
church with a test of the local congregation with the knowledge of the
PPRC chair.



The pastor had heard from everyone that they were a welcoming and
loving congregation that welcomed everyone. This did not line up with
the general impression of the church, so the pastor decided to test out
how welcoming the church was to their neighbors. The night before the
service, the pastor pulled up to the church in an old car while wearing
dirty clothes. He spent the night in his car and was told early in the
morning by the first arriving members “Get out of our parking lot or we
will call the cops.” He drove away and walked back. There was no
bulletin at the door, no word of welcome, and an usher politely
suggested that he sit off by himself. He received plenty of dirty looks,
lots of sideways glances, and heard more than one comment about
how he shouldn’t be there. The surprise on the church members’ faces
when the PPRC Chair introduced him was palpable. I like the versions
of the story that have him read the parable of the sheep and the goats
before sending everyone home.

If the elements of this story sound familiar, it might have roots in stories
like the one shared from our scriptures this morning. Jesus and His
disciples were out walking one day when they saw a blind man. The
disciples understood how the world seemingly worked, so they asked
Jesus a question: “Who sinned? Was it this man or his parents?” At
first we might dismiss this question out of hand, but many of us carry a
similar attitude about people. If they were a good person, wouldn’t God
help them out of poverty? What did that person do to deserve a spouse
like them? For more years than any of us can count, humans have had
a tendency to think that people suffering misfortune must have angered
some divine power or broken some ancient religious law. This was not
a Jewish judgment on people suffering misfortune: it is a human
tendency in general to think that someone suffering must have done
something wrong.



So, who did something wrong? Was this man blind because he did
something wrong? Were the man’s parents just awful people? What’s
the deal Jesus? According to Jesus, there was nothing wrong with the
man or his parents: the man was just blind. Similarly, was there
something wrong with the pastor who was dressed in his worst clothes
on his first Sunday morning? No. There was nothing wrong with the
man. Jesus’ disciples, like the church members, only saw what was
wrong with the man. Jesus saw the whole person in front of them.

Jesus heals the blind man. Jesus heals him by rubbing muddy spit in
the blind man’s eyes, which is not a recipe for eye troubles. Jesus was
a professional: as the Son of God Jesus is uniquely qualified to rub
mud in your eye, so take it with a grain of salt if someone else offers to
do the same. Once the man washes his eyes in the pool where he was
sent, he finds himself able to see. Jesus has brought healing, but still
the questions come: How can you suddenly see? How are you
suddenly well? Wait, this happened on the Sabbath? Are you now
even more guilty than you were before? Is this Jesus character a
lawbreaker?

There was a narrative surrounding the blind man like there was a
narrative surrounding the pastor dressed and acting like a vagrant. If
we are honest with ourselves, we each have our own prejudices which
lead us to similar places. As the child of an alcoholic and as a person
on a lifelong journey of recovery, I often feel compassion when
someone walks through the door smelling of alcohol and regret, but I
have my own hangups. My honest confession this morning is that I am
not a really vulgar person: I think swearing can be a really lazy way of
expressing yourself, so I tend to look down on people who curse every
other second. I own that fact about myself and am working to be
accepting, because I am far more accepting of a remorseful alcoholic
than I am of a person cursing up a blue streak.



In reality, we each have our own view of who is easy to accept through
the doors of our community and who is more challenging to welcome.
We are all humans and it is okay to admit that it is hard to open the
doors past our own comfort zones. If we are honest, this goes past the
welcoming of a person at the door. We might welcome someone into
our Bible study who likes to pray a certain way, reads the right kind of
Bible, or who has the same opinions on things like masks.

Sometimes we are only welcoming of people who only have our own
view on spirituality or theology. Are we only welcoming of people who
pray the right prayers or believe the same things about church life? Do
we welcome people with open arms who believe like us and shun
those who do not act the same way? Do we join into fellowship with
people who agree with us or walk out of the community if things don’t
go the way we want them to go?

In his book “The Evangelistic Love of God & Neighbor,” Bishop Scott
Jones addresses the ways in which we sometimes act like the
disciples in our scripture story. On page sixty, Bishop Jones writes:

“Far too often only one aspect of a person is considered in the
ministry of the church. Persons are sometimes regarded as souls
that need to be given an insurance policy for life after death. This
ignores the need for food or clothing, and treats persons as
bodiless souls. At other times persons are regarded as
materialistic creatures, and justice is construed as equality of
wealth. This treats persons as soulless bodies.”

Effectively, the warning we receive as a church from Bishop Jones is a
warning that we must be careful because people are complicated.
People have very real and definite needs for God that require wildly



different things. Sometimes a person needs clothes and to preach a
purely spiritual message to a person who is or who practically is naked
can be both spiritually and morally disastrous. Bishop Jones says that’s
treating someone like a bodiless soul. Jesus doesn’t treat people that
way and neither should me.

On the other hand, if we only care about people’s physical needs
without ever sharing with them the Good News that brings us hope is
treating them as less than a person. Bishop Jones says this is treating
them like a soulless body. Now, I have met people who truly believe
that they are entirely animal and are soulless, but there’s a big
difference between viewing yourself that way and treating another
person that way. Jesus never treated people as soulless people that
just had physical needs. Indeed, starting in John 9:35, the story we
read today continues with Jesus seeking out the man in our story after
the formerly blind man was rejected by his community. Jesus connects
with the man on a spiritual level after caring for his physical blindness
earlier in the story. Jesus cares for both.

There’s a simple word for accepting the people have different needs
and require different approaches. There’s a simple word for caring for
the lonely alcoholic as well as loving a grieving child. There’s a simple
word for meeting people where they are instead of where we want
them to be. The word we need is hospitality.

I am aware that hospitality can apply to things like offering a hot cup of
coffee or having a clean fellowship hall. Those gifts of welcome can be
important, but that’s not all hospitality is meant to be. Hospitality can
include having a handicap accessible church as well as having signs to
help people find their way: those are important, but that’s not all
hospitality is meant to be. Hospitality is about meeting people where
they are even when that means we stretch beyond our comfort zone.



Now, we finally get back to that Thanksgiving story. When we last left
off the oven was broken, the turkey and side dishes needed to be
cooked, and everything was on the line. Did I just put the food in the
oven and pray it would work anyway? No! Did I borrow the church
oven next door? No! Did I look through all of my cupboards and find
every little trinket I had? Yes! I roasted the turkey in a roaster I bought
for a fundraiser, heated the mashed potatoes in a large crockpot, made
gravy in a saucepan, and wouldn’t you know it, I cooked a loaf of bread
instead of rolls in the bread maker. I used every saucepan I had, every
trinket at my disposal, and I served ten people a full thanksgiving meal
without a working oven because I was willing to roll up my sleeves and
do what I had to do with the tools at hand. Was it easy? No! Did
everything work out? Yes.

When people walk through the door of our church, God loves them
deeply. Some are addicted to pain killers, some are victims of abuse,
and others are trying to live better lives. Some of the people who walk
through the doors of our church have real and serious problems that
require they look into a mirror before they keep harming others. The
doors of the church are open doors, so we welcome even the weird
into our midst. Bishop Jones says this on page 48:

“Thus, whatever a person’s primary need, the reign of God always
involves God’s effort to love the person, restoring the person to
his or her full humanity. God desires that each person fulfill the
potential which God intended in creation. The good news is that
the bad news is temporary. The power of evil and the existence of
sin and its terrible consequences are real. Yet, God has defeated
them, and they are not the final answer.”



Friends, hospitality means that the good news should be ready for
everyone. We do not need to keep everything on hand. For example,
we do not need to hire a translator for Portugese if there is nobody
around who speaks Portugese, but we need to be willing to meet
people where they are should hey walk through the door. God wants
every human to fulfill the potential that is their God-given birthright. We
believe that the bad things in this world are fleeting and that God’s love
is eternally more powerful than anything that divides us from God and
our neighbor. With God’s help we can open the doors of this church to
all people and help them to feel truly “welcome with their warts and all.”
With God’s help, we can be truly hospitable sharers of the good news.

The questions and challenges we carry from this time are simple ones:
Are we willing to be hospitable? Are we willing to share the good news
in ways we have never shared it before?


