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Three Invitations 

 
 
I am most grateful for this opportunity to preach today, and I thank Pastor 
Fountaine for this invitation. I have looked forward to being with this congregation 
for which I have such affection and to the many members I know. I have had the 
opportunity twice when I have been sitting next to people and asked what church 
they go to. They have told me First Baptist, and I have said, “Me too!” 
 
This is Thanksgiving week, but even if it weren’t, my theme still would be a big 
“Thank you” for what you all mean to us at St. Stephen’s. I will be speaking for 
myself, since I am unofficial and retired, but you will note, both the cats are away!  
 
Let me tell you what is coming. One verse, Romans 15:7. “Welcome one another 
as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God.” And I will give you three 
invitations.  
 
But a couple of things about preaching from this pulpit. You have noticed that 
when Pastor has finished preaching, he has––in church talk––“perspired”. I mean 
he has a sweat. Now I know why. There is a heater down here under the pulpit, 
and when he gets cranked up, he turns on the heater. And when it gets cranked 
up, he gets cranked up more! Furthermore, I need to tell you that last week he 
got so cranked up, he blew the fuse. So – no perspiring from this preacher today. 
 
The other thing I notice is that when he gets to preaching, he sort of wanders 
around for a while. Then he gets to the text and what he gives is explosive, 
cherished teachings about our Lord and His love, given so clearly by Pastor. 
Then thinking back, I see he was not wandering but setting the stage. Well. I am 
set to wander some right now, and we’ll see if I am just wandering or setting the 
stage.  
 
About two years ago I was preparing for a trip to Nigeria, and I came here for the 
second time. I was going to find out more about the Fulani, a nomadic tribe of 
about 10 million people in Nigeria. Of them about 50,000 are Christian. That’s all. 
I came and asked for a small financial contribution towards to trip with the hope 
that the gift would tie you to the mission to the Fulani. Since then I have been 
sending out prayer requests for them about every week or so.  
 
And this is my first invitation. If you would like to receive this prayer request, write 
your name and address or e-mail and give it to me after the service. Thank you. 
 



The bigger thank you comes as a response to the welcome you gave us as a 
congregation. That day, the first day we worshipped here was touched by the 
Lord. We were so lifted up by your welcome that the Lord did not have to reach 
down very far to touch us with His love. That was an amazing day, your love and 
your welcome, a day that will stay with our congregation’s memory for years. 
 
Let me back up and tell you why we are here – the unofficial version. We like the 
Episcopalians in Heathsville. I count their pastor, Lucia Lloyd, a friend. Our issue 
is not there. Rather it is at the national level where there is a trend to depart from 
a willing submission to the teaching of the Bible, not seeing it as relevant, 
consistent, and authoritative for what we believe about Jesus Christ and how we 
are to live.  
 
Let me give you an example. I have been corresponding with a woman who is a 
very thoughtful and caring person. She is easy to like and is an enjoyable person. 
She is a lesbian and is trying to find out what the Lord thinks of that expression of 
sexuality. She got my name from something I had written, and so we have been 
exchanging e-mails and ideas.  
 
She makes her case very clearly. She knows what the Bible teaches but stresses 
that God is love and is creative. She says that science now knows more than it 
did 2,000 years ago and we know more about human behavior. So the moral 
standards have changed, with God’s approval, as these new insights come to 
play. 
 
I respect her and her views and in that relationship I have expressed my views––
that the God who created the universe out of nothing and then made man and 
woman in His image, He is wise enough to have inspired the prophets and 
apostles to tell us what He knows is best for us, what is detrimental, and what He 
wants us to do. Jesus Christ, after all, is the same yesterday, today, and 
tomorrow. 
 
Now we don’t throw stones. Neither at her nor at any other person for whatever 
departure from God’s standards, for we all stand before God’s throne in need of 
forgiveness and improvement.  
 
And so the congregation left and we lost the property, moving out onto a journey 
that was sort of into the unknown. That is until you all said to us, “Come here and 
join us.” That invitation was the first and clearest statement that all would be well 
for us, God is leading and will be taking care of us. Thank you. 
 
Of course that has brought you into our life as our traveling companions. We get 
alongside each other often and in close quarters. That has been wonderful. We 
have seen your character up close, your Christian character, your patience and 
forgiveness, your robust camaraderie, your seeking the good in all situations. We 
have grown as we have seen how Christ is alive in you. 



 
We do not miss the significance of the property we have bought. The Blackwell 
property. We know this is holy land, that the literal roots there make this sacred 
space. The one thing that was found in the house before tearing it down was a 
picture of Jesus. We have it and it will have a significant place in our new church. 
And in some special way we will acknowledge the Blackwell property and its 
significance to this community. 
 
The unity we have in Christ is a privilege, a unique gift that we treasure. And here 
my wanderings come to the verse. “Welcome one another as Christ welcomed 
you, for the glory of God.”  Our unity is not based on how we vote, by where we 
were born, by the color of our skin. Our unity is because we know we are 
“Standing in the need of prayer.” We know that by repentance and faith in 
Christ’s death “though your sins be as scarlet, I will make you white as snow.” “If 
anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation.” “He has not dealt with us according to 
our iniquities.”  
 
But there must be more, if we are looking for true unity. More than just faith in 
Christ, more than assent to these truths. It is possible to miss the point entirely by 
saying, “OK, I accept all that. Now we can just go our separate ways.” 
 
No, agreeing to these truths simply sets the table. We must move forward, take 
our places, and enjoy the feast together. What takes us to the table is realizing 
we all share the imprint of Jesus. John says that we don’t know what we will be 
like but he does know that we will look like Jesus. If that is true, that makes us 
brothers and sisters. And that is what takes us to the wonderful life of 
relationships with each other.  
 
Paul fought hard against this partial unity, refusing to sit at the table. Take the 
church in Antioch. There were Jewish believers and Greek believers. They would 
assemble together for the teaching and the worship, but they stopped short of 
eating together. That was the crucial issue. Paul knew that if they really were one 
in Christ, then there must be no division. But the prevailing thinking was to the 
Greeks that the Jewish utensils had cooties, and the Jews thought the Greek 
plates had cooties. They must keep themselves from contamination! But Paul 
prevailed and they sat and ate together. 
 
Peter heard of this and came to join in. He ate with the Gentiles––until, that is, 
leaders from Jerusalem came to protest. At that Peter no longer sat with the 
Gentiles. Paul blistered him. The issue was not Peter rejecting any of Paul’s 
teaching. No, it was Peter’s refusal to sit with the Gentiles. He missed the point. 
 
We have shared worship, meals, and friendships. This has opened the way for 
sweet relationships, because of the power of the Gospel, the payoff in rich new 
camaraderie. Let me mention just a few that have meant a lot to me. 
 



I was in Wal-Mart a couple of years ago and saw a member here I recognized. 
We were checking out together. I said to him that we had eaten lunch together. 
He wondered, then I said it was under the tent at St. Stephen’s and he was 
sitting next to Tom Price. He lit up and that began a friendship with him. 
 
The day I was leaving for Nigeria, my doctors were nervous, probably my wife 
was also. I stopped in the bank and a member here asked if today was not the 
day I was leaving. He gave me full assurance of God protecting me and keeping 
me well until I returned. That was more valuable that an airline ticket. 
 
Tom has talked about Gleamers, how the workers there are a tight community, 
loving each other and knowing  and caring about the whole group. 
 
My wife is active in the Rosenwald restoration. She often speaks of her awe at 
the character that has come into this county through the graduates of that school. 
The contribution of that school is evident, visibly and invisibly.  
 
I was having lunch at the Pavilion one time, just after finishing a round of chemo. 
Turns out I sat with two ladies who had had a long history of cancer and 
treatments and were good to go under the care of the Father. That lifted my 
spirits and has kept me at the source of peace. 
 
I get my fish down at Reedville when the boats come in. The first time I went 
there I was the only white guy there with lots of guys who were close friends. 
Dear Warren Blackwell, whom I had met, introduced me around, and was my 
tour guide in his gentle way for that morning and for other mornings since. My 
circle of friends has expanded. 
 
I won a blue ribbon at the State Fair this year with a loaf of whole wheat bread. 
But that ribbon is not as good as the high marks for my bread by the Queen of 
the Bakers, Mrs. Burnett. 
 
We have these remarkable relationships because of the love shared from our 
Savior, and it is truly for the glory of God. 
 
Not long ago I was talking with a friend from St. Stephen’s about our two 
churches. She said it was good but she wished we had more times to get 
together. Well, I was about to start up a Bible study and, with her comments in 
mind, I invited some from here to join us, and some have joined the group. We 
have now met with some from here and from Macedonia, and the mix is rich. Just 
the other day we were looking at Mary’s song from the first chapter of Luke. “My 
soul magnifies the Lord…” The statements and observations that came out were 
truly uplifting, all from our different backgrounds and experiences.  
 
And that is my second invitation––for you, any of you who would like to, join us 
on Monday afternoons. We will make room in our living room. If you are 



interested, let Mrs. Christian know you would like to join, and she will see that 
you get the information and directions. Please do. 
 
The third invitation is to join St. Stephen’s this morning for our coffee hour. Let 
me ask you a question, How many of you have had your 2014 persimmon? No 
one! Well––I have good news for you.  There are three persimmon trees near us 
and I have taken the lower fruit and made a little dish with them. Some 
persimmon, a little cilantro, some red onion, molasses with the butter…you’re 
gonna love it. Right after church. Brinkley Hall.  
 
We will give St. Paul the last word. He speaks of unity most eloquently in the 
second chapter of Ephesians. I’ll use that and fill in our situation as I go.  
For he is our peace, who has made us both one, and has broken down the 
dividing wall of hostility, by abolishing in his flesh the law of commandments and 
ordinances, that he might create in himself one new man in place of the two, so 
making peace. 
 
He has reconciled us both––you here at First Church and us over at St. 
Stephen’s––to God in one body through the cross, thereby bringing any hostility 
to an end. Our differences, we know, are just that––differences, but they do not 
divide.  
 
He came and preached peace to you who were far off and peace to those who 
were near; for through him we both have access in one Spirit to the Father. 
That’s what makes true fellowship possible. 
 
So then you are no longer strangers and sojourners, but you are fellow citizens 
with the saints and members of the household of God. And both churches are 
built upon the same foundation––of the apostles and prophets. Christ Jesus 
himself is our chief cornerstone,  
 
In Him the whole structure––all of us under the roof of this entire building, the 
whole structure is joined together, your congregation and ours, and grows into a 
holy temple in the Lord.  This is the creation of God.   
 
And in Him comes the best – what we have here together is nothing less than the 
very dwelling place of God Himself in the Spirit. 
 
Thank you. And to God be the glory!   
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