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We have an invitational spirit. We open our hearts, minds and doors to all with warmth and 

sincerity. We seek diversity, respect variety in experience and promote independence of 

thought.   

 

 “For the Lord your God … loves the strangers, providing them food and clothing. You 

shall also love the stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.” (Deuteronomy 

10:18-19) 

 “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me.” (Matthew 18:5) 

 “Go therefore into the main streets, and invite everyone you find to the wedding 

banquet.” (Matthew 22:9) 

 “I was a stranger and you welcomed me. Just as you did it to one of the least of these who 

are members of my family, you did it to me.” (Matthew 25:40) 

 “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some have entertained 

angels without knowing it.” (Hebrews 13:2) 

 “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male 

or female, for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” (Galatians 3:28) 

 “The aliens shall be to you as citizens, and shall also be allotted an inheritance.” (Ezekiel 

47:21-22) 

 Jesus said, “When you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the 

blind. And you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you, for you will be repaid at 

the resurrection of the righteous.” (Luke 14:13-14) 

 Jesus said, “For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.” (Luke 19:10) 

 “Welcome one another, therefore, just as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God.” 

(Romans 15:7) 

 

 

It’s January. How many of you are on a new diet? How many of you have made a New Year’s 

resolution to exercise more? How many of you have promised yourself not to say “yes” all the 

time and run around like a crazy person but seek to live a balanced life? How many of you feel 

God leading you to become involved in a new ministry?   

  

I love the beginning of the year because whenever I go to the health club, the fitness classes are 

overflowing and people are waiting in line for the exercise equipment. I ask myself, “What’s up?  
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Where did everybody come from?” Alas, the well-meaning folks with New Year’s resolutions to 

lose weight and exercise more often fall away in a few weeks because it’s really hard to make 

lasting changes in our lives, isn’t it? 

  

One thing I’ve learned over many years of participation in sports is the importance of 

strengthening the core. Our core is a complex series of muscles, extending beyond our 

abdominals, including everything except for our arms and legs. Our core, or torso, is 

incorporated in almost every movement of the human body. 

 

The core is our body’s powerhouse. Not only does it facilitate movement, but it also houses our 

inner organs and central nervous system. In other words, our core helps us do just about 

everything. Strengthening our core prevents injury, protects our organs and nervous system, and 

helps maintain better posture. A strong core keeps us healthy. 

 

In the same way, organizations, including the church, become healthy when they identify and 

continually focus on the core values that enable them to effectively fulfill their mission. As you 

know, a representative group of fifty people met last fall here at First Church to begin discerning 

the core values that describe how God is calling us to bring in God’s kingdom on this earth. 

These core values were shaped by a task force and affirmed at our church conference in 

December. 

 

Our first core value is Welcome All. First Church has an invitational spirit. We open our hearts, 

minds and doors to all with warmth and sincerity. We seek diversity, respect variety in 

experience, and promote independence of thought.   

 

About 35 years ago, Gary and I visited Gary’s maternal grandmother, Lela Belle White, and all 

of his family down in the Texas Panhandle. It was the week after Christmas, and it was bitterly 

cold. Most of Texas was frozen solid because of ice storms that had ravaged the state, cutting off 

power and forcing the major airports to close.   

 

Gary’s large family clan was relaxing in his grandmother’s living room at the time, after having 

eaten an enormous dinner. I’d never been in Texas before, and it seemed like a country to itself!  

I also hadn’t ever met this side of Gary’s family, and there were more cousins and relatives than 

I could imagine. Everyone was there, and the roads were almost impassable, so no one was 

expecting visitors. But wouldn’t you know it, the doorbell rang! 

  

There stood before us two very young Mexican boys. Neither one could have been older than 

eight years, neither one had winter clothing on, and one was barefoot. They wanted to know if 

we had some water they could take back to the rest of their family in the car. 

  

The boys didn’t speak English very well, but, as it turned out, they spoke it better than the rest of 

their family. Once we got them inside, the story gradually became clear. Out in the car were their 

mother and father, older brother and fourteen-year-old sister. They were coming up from Mexico 

looking for work, which was not at all uncommon at that time. The family was flat broke. You 

see, their sister had given birth to a child around Christmas on their way up from Mexico, and 
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they had spent all of their money on a motel and food while waiting for her to be released from 

the hospital.  

  

While we were standing around gawking, wondering what to do with this unexpected situation, 

wondering whether or not such an incredible story could be believed and inwardly lamenting that 

our cozy little family get-together was being interrupted, Gary’s grandmother instructed 

everyone in no uncertain terms, “Well, for heaven’s sake! Invite them all in before they freeze to 

death out there in that car!” 

  

So they all came in, none of them dressed for winter, and their sister did indeed have the tiniest 

of newborn babies in her arms. Grandma White had some of the family reheat the leftovers from 

dinner and cook up some more food so the family could be fed. Meanwhile, Gary and his cousin 

Billy were sent into town to find them a place to sleep for the night and then drive twenty miles 

to another town to contact some people to find them work. 

 

During the evening Gary got to wondering why, out of the maybe fifty houses on that street, they 

had chosen to stop at Grandma White’s house. So he asked one of the boys, who told Gary, “You 

had on your Christian lights!” We don’t know whether he really meant Christmas lights instead 

of Christian lights because of the language barrier, but that’s what he said.    

 

It seems that one week after Christmas, Grandma White was the only one to still have colored 

lights blazing all around the outside of her house in that town of several thousand people! And 

whether or not that really indicated anything, this poor family believed that they would find 

fellow Christians inside. Lucky for them, they found one in Grandma White! 

 

Did you catch all the scriptures that were just read? One theme that runs throughout the entire 

Bible is welcoming and hospitality. Jewish law mandated merciful treatment of aliens and 

foreigners, the poor and the outcast. In the same way, the behavior of the early Christians was 

dictated by the teachings of Jesus, who continually welcomed and ministered to those who were 

left out of the religious, economic and social mainstream.     

 

What does it mean to welcome all? I’d like to suggest several things. First, welcoming all 

means operating on the margins. That is, the church exists for the benefit of those who are here 

as well as for those who are not here yet. Imagine First Church as a circle. At the core are the 

pastors, staff and key volunteers who pray, serve and equip the congregation for ministry. The 

next circle out contains other leaders in the church who are teachers, volunteers and helpers. The 

third circle out contains those who attend worship and participate in Bible studies, small groups, 

outreach and mission. The fourth circle consists of those who participate with less consistency.  

And then, at the edge of the farthest circle are those who are on the margins and are not yet part 

of the community of faith. 

 

It seems to me that you and I fulfill our purpose to gather, nurture and equip disciples of Christ 

for ministry and mission in the world by migrating to the margins. We draw the circle wide by 

helping, serving, relieving suffering, sharing the good news, seeking, inviting and keeping our 

Christian lights on. In a church whose core values including welcoming, our boundaries are 
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permeable. When church folks intentionally and continually reach out across the edges, people 

are served and enter easily into the faith community. 

 

Jesus operated at the margins, didn’t he? Jesus focused his attention on the edges of the circle.  

But whenever he did, Jesus heard objections from the religious leaders of his day and even 

experienced hesitation from his own followers. Look at the gospel stories. In nearly every one 

Jesus is reaching out to those on the margins, the ones no one else would welcome: like tax 

collectors, prostitutes, lepers, a woman at a well, children, money changers and even a thief on a 

cross. “As you did it to the least of these, you did it to me,” Jesus says in Matthew 25:30.   

  

The early Methodist movement was based upon welcoming all, and careful systems were 

developed that propelled the movement outward. Francis Asbury made a journal entry in 1797 

about the system by which Methodist circuit riders went out into the America hinterland, going 

to those on the margins with the good news of Jesus Christ. Asbury wrote, “We must draw 

resources from (the) center to (the) circumference.” From the core to the edges. Who is our 

neighbor? Why, the one at the margin. At First United Methodist Church we have made a 

commitment to shine our Christian lights and open our hearts, minds and doors to all with 

warmth and sincerity. 

 

Second, welcoming all means honoring differences. One of the greatest gifts that The United 

Methodist Church offers to the world is our commitment to “think and let think,” to intentionally 

seek diversity, respect variety in experience, and promote independence of thought. If you ever 

want to know what honoring differences looks like, come to our Tuesday morning women’s 

book study in the Martin Room. Every week we have up to sixty women discussing what it 

means to be a faithful disciple of Jesus Christ. And you know what? We don’t all agree, and we 

love it! For we know that none of us has all the answers. 

 

We learn so much from each other because we realize that we do not exist just for ourselves or 

so that everyone will always agree with us. We exist for the benefit of those who are not here 

yet. We exist not in order to remain cocooned within this church building as one big happy 

family, but to fling wide our doors and invite the world in. We exist not simply to have our own 

needs met but to continue to grow in knowledge, spiritual depth and grace. In other words, we 

are not all supposed to be the same or remain the same.   

 

We are called to respect the amazing variety of our world, to listen to and learn from those 

whose experience is different, to welcome diverse beliefs and practices and allow ourselves and 

others to be continually transformed into the likeness of Christ. At First Church we keep our 

Christian lights on and draw the circle wide. 

 

Finally, welcoming all means seeking God in everyone. When I was in middle school, there 

was a boy in my grade whose name was David Dughi. I don’t remember too much about David 

except that he was teased mercilessly by my classmates. He was a different sort of kid, but then 

again, we’re all different, aren’t we? For some reason, the kids at my school made up a rhyme 

about David that went like this, “An apple a day keeps Dughi away.”   
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I never joined in the ridicule, and in my heart I knew that my friends were wrong. But I never 

stood up for David to my friends. All these years later, I still think about him, asking God to 

forgive me for leaving David out of the circle by my silence.   

 

When we seek God in everyone, no one is left out, and we empower others to become the unique 

children of God they were created to be. Pat Wenstrand said a few months ago that one of her 

daily mantras is found on a plaque in her home: “Walk joyfully on the earth and look for that of 

God in every person.” 

 

At our very core here at First United Methodist Church, who are we? How are you and I going to 

keep our Christian lights on this year, not just at Christmas but all the time, so that everyone in 

our world knows that Jesus loves them and that they are warmly welcome in this place? How are 

you and I going to live and serve at the margins of the circle of life with an invitational spirit? 

Will you, by God’s grace, recommit yourself to the way of Jesus by seeking God’s face in every 

person you meet? How will you strengthen your core this year?   

     

 


