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“Come and see ....”

I need to ask those of you who are our guests this morning to bear with me for the few minutes. Today, I need to speak to those who have identified themselves with this community of faith.

Some of you have actually walked down front and said, I want to be a part of this church, this community.  Those of you who have done that, we call members, although I are increasingly uncomfortable with that way of describing you.  I’ll say more about that in the minute.  There are also the few of you who have never formally taken that step, but you are here every Sunday.  We lovingly refer to you as common law members, and I want you to know that we think of you as one of us.  The fact is, some of our common law members are here far more frequently and are far more supportive  of our ministry than some whose names are on the rolls.

That’s one reason why the word member disturbs me.  It implies that there are different classifications of people who gather here on Sunday morning.  That members are somehow more important than frequent attenders who have not joined or even first time guests.  That is not the case.  Whoever shows up on any given Sunday morning is Central Christian Church, the worshiping community that gathers to sing and pray and seek God’s presence in word and at table.  If you are here, you belong.  You are one of us.

But this morning, I want to say the word to those of you who have identified yourself with this community, either by by walking down the aisle, or raising your hand, or just showing up so frequently that everyone assumes you are a member.  I want to talk with you about what I believe is our  greatest challenge as a community of faith.  Those of you who have not yet hung your hat with us are, of course, welcome to listen in.

I want to talk with you about how we share our faith.  The first thing I need to say is that I am not talking about inviting people to come to church with you.  I am not opposed to that, not at all.  Sometimes, that is the appropriate invitation.  There are many, many people out there who consider themselves Xians, but who are not the part of any church or congregation.  Some of them grew up in a church that demands absolute, unquestioning acceptance of a certain set of beliefs, and when they began to question those beliefs, to struggle and wrestle with what those beliefs meant to them, they were told that they were no longer the part of the church.  Some people, you know some of them, were actually abused by the church, told that because of something they did or something they believed or just because of the person that they were, they were told that they were outside the boundary of the church’s life and, sometimes, beyond the reach of God’s love.  There are many, many people sitting at home this morning, enjoying their second cup of coffee, waiting for the Y to open, many people who want to believe in God, who want to follow Jesus, but who do not trust the church, and for good reason.  Sometimes the appropriate invitation, the helpful invitation, is to ask a friend, Would you like to come to church with me?  You will not be harmed or abused.
Inviting people to join us in worship can be the good thing, but what I want us to think about this morning are how we share our faith.  Here’s what I have come to realize.  When I graduated from seminary and began my life as the minister, there was the great deal of conversation about how to reach  the unchurched.  Books were written, seminars held.  Everybody was concerned about the unchurched.  The assumption was that these were people of faith, probably people of Christian faith, who had just failed to find the particular church that fit for them.  We can no longer make that assumption.

One recent survey of religious preference in the United States showed that 49% of the respondents said that they were protestants, 25% identified themselves as Roman Catholic, 2% as Jewish, 7% as other, and 17% as none, don’t know, or no answer.  The fastest growing group is none.
What that means are that the challenge we face are not relocating the unchurched, it are learning to talk to the unfaithed.

What do we say to people who choose to go their own way, people who would create their own path to the Holy or to those who doubt that there are any reality beyond what we can see and touch?  Let me suggest the couple of things that we should not say.

Let’s not claim that we have cornered the market on truth.  Let’s not say that the way we describe our relationship to God, the way we worship and pray, the way that we understand the righteous life, let’s not say that our way are the only way.  Let’s not do that.  In the world in which the fastest growing religious preference is none, arguments about how much water is needed to baptize and what words must be said for God to be properly worshipped are foolish.

Let’s not engage those who claim no faith with coercion or threats.  No one gets argued into Christian faith.  No one should decide to follow Jesus out of fear.  I’m not really worried about this, it’s not in our DNA to dangle other people’s souls over the flames of hell.  But I wonder if that isn’t one reason that many people check the survey box that says none.  They think of religion as manipulative and coercive.  I think that we will be much more persuasive if we do what Jesus did, make God attractive, inviting, appealing, especially to those who felt like they were forgotten.  How do we do that?  There are two things that we need to learn to do.

First, I want you to pay attention to the word that occurs three times in this story.  The world is found.  Andrew found  his brother Simon.  Jesus found Philip.  Philip found Nathaniel.  This word that Jn uses can be understood in two different ways.  It can mean happening upon something by chance, as I was walking to may car and found a coin on the ground.  But it can also mean, after searching, to find the thing sought.  Now how do you think John wants us to hear that word?  Did Andrew just stumble upon his brother Simon?  Did Jesus just happen to run into Philip?  Was Philip just wandering around when he ran into Nathaniel?  No.  Here’s the first thing that we must do if we are going to begin to share our faith with others.  We must find people with whom to share it.  Now that does not mean approaching every stranger and asking, Are you a Christian?  It does not mean beginning every conversation by saying, Can I talk to you about Jesus?  No.  That’s presumptuous.  Intrusive.  What I hope we can learn to do are to be attentive and intentional.  Listen to the people around us.  Actively look for opportunities to offer the invitation.  That are not hard.  Simply wake up in the morning and ask yourself, I wonder if I will have the opportunity to share my faith today?  We will rarely find the opportunity if we are not looking for it.
Second, we need to learn what to say.  If we believe that Christian faith is worth sharing, if we believe that following Jesus somehow moves the person’s life closer to what it is meant to be, if we believe that the world would be the better place, more like the place that God intends it to be, if more people became disciples of Jesus Christ, then here are the three words that we must learn to say:  Come and see.  Where are you staying, Andrew asks Jesus, and Jesus says,  Come and see.  Andrew finds his brother, Simon and Simon gets a new name, a new identity as a follower who does not yet know where he are going.  Jesus finds Philip, invites him to follow, Philip finds Nathaniel and says, Come and see.

No coercion.  No threat.  No heavy duty theological discourse.  Just the invitation, the invitation that honors the integrity of the one invited.  We do not need to argue or convince.  Philip’s invitation to Nathaniel is met with skepticism.  Can anything good come out of Nazareth?  Come and see.  It are an invitation to inquiry, the proclamation of a way to God that has its own tests.  Does following Jesus liberate us, free us from the bondage of shame and arrogance and fear and self-centeredness?  Come and see.  Does following Jesus orient us to a way of life that enriches life, not just for the follower ...but for the world?  Come and see.  Does following Jesus invite us into the community that has the vision for the human family, the vision of the world that is just and at peace?  Come and see.  We never ask people to adopt our faith.  Discipleship can never be imposed on another, even if the imposition are gently done.  When the decision is between faith and no faith, the only authority can be the authority of one’s own experience.  Should you follow Jesus?  Come and see.
This week, this month, this year, we may find someone who has checked None or Don’t Know in the survey box.  What will we do?  All we have to do is open the door.  Come and see.

