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The Art of Inclusion – Acts 2:38-47 – FaithMC – June 2, 2013 

 

Suppose you have a neighbor, a friend, or a co-worker who doesn’t go to church. 

You would like them to become a part of Faith Mennonite Church. 

You invite them to Sunday morning worship, and they come. 

When they walk through the church door, you and others warmly welcome them. 

They come several times, and each time people smile, shake their hand, 

 and engage the person in conversation. 

 

But the most difficult—and the most important task still lies ahead. 

You see, there are 3 steps to this process, and the first two are relatively easy: 

 First, you invite.  Only moderately difficult. 

 Second, you welcome, which is by far the easiest step. 

 And third, you include, which is by far the hardest step. 

 

If you do only the first two steps, new people won’t stay; they’ll fade away. 

A warm Sunday morning welcome is great, but it’s not enough. 

People will stay only if they’re included, 

 only if they become a part of your life, your schedule, your time, 

  your circle of friends, your priorities. 

 

Inclusion is an art. 

 It takes work.  It takes practice.   

 And there are no simple, scientific formulas. 

 Artists practice and fail. 

 Artists try one thing, then try another, and they keep at it until the result  

  gets close to their inner vision. 

 

So it is with the art of inclusion. 

 And why is this art so difficult? 

 In part, it’s because we confuse inclusion with other things that 

  are NOT inclusion. 

 

Smiling at a visitor when they show up at church is not inclusion. 

Shaking a visitor’s hand and making them feel welcome is not inclusion. 

Making sure that a newcomer to our church knows where the bulletins and restrooms  

 and Sunday school classes are is not inclusion. 

Taking a pie or a casserole or a vase of flowers to somebody’s house is not inclusion. 

Saying, “We sure hope you come back next week!” is not inclusion. 

Acting friendly is not inclusion. 

Giving a newcomer a job or a position in the church is not inclusion. 
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Making sure visitors are given a schedule of all church activities and events is not  

 inclusion. 

Participating regularly in Sunday morning worship is not inclusion. 

Even becoming an official member is not inclusion. 

 

My answer to the multiple choice question I sent out by email a couple days ago 

 was:  “None of the above.” 

 

All the things I just listed are good things, necessary things. 

 But they’re easy, and they all fall short of inclusion. 

 

Unless somebody is actually INCLUDED, they will not stay.  Period. 

No matter how graciously we invite,  

no matter how friendly and helpful we are to visitors, 

 without inclusion, people will feel like they don’t really belong. 

 

To include someone is to help them become a part of your social network. 

To include someone is to create a space for them in your life, in your schedule. 

 

No matter how good the Sunday morning sermon is, 

no matter how enthusiastic the singing, 

no matter how friendly the hand-shaking afterward, 

 you will not feel included—if that’s all there is. 

 

On the other hand, if somebody says to you, 

 “Come along with us to Taco Bell after church” or 

 “Hey, we’re going golfing at 1:30—join us!” or 

 “We’ve got more lasagna than we can eat by ourselves— 

  come on over for lunch” or 

“A bunch of us are helping with the MCC meat canner tomorrow—if you’re free  

 tomorrow, I’d like to pick you up” or 

 “Our family is having a Memorial day picnic and barbecue—we’d like 

  you to come” . . . 

 

If you hear THOSE words—THEN you’re starting to be included— 

 you start to FEEL included.  It’s the INFORMAL stuff that does the job. 

 

If we are to INCLUDE the people who respond to our invitations, 

 the informal sub-groups of this church must intentionally create space 

  for new people. 
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Sunday School classes, small groups, families, circles of friends 

 must create space for new people to be included. 

 

This goes way beyond Sunday morning friendliness. 

 

It means checking your schedule of activities and asking yourself, 

 “Which of these would that new person—that new family—enjoy?” 

 

It means approaching  that newer person in church and saying, 

 “I need perspective from someone who’s not part of my family on this 

  issue I’m facing, and I’m wondering if you’d be open to listening 

  and giving me a fresh perspective.” 

 

If you’re a newcomer to a church, 

 and somebody from that church comes up to you and asks to share 

  with YOU—THEN you know you’re included. 

 

You’re not included in the church unless some kind of smaller group within the  

 congregation has taken you in and made you a part of the SOCIAL network. 

   

There are two circles in any church: 

 There’s the Membership Circle—and then there’s the Fellowship Circle. 

  The two circles are not the same—and the Membership circle is usually  

   larger than the Fellowship Circle. 

 

On the day of Pentecost, about 1980 years ago, 

 3,000 people responded to the story of Jesus. 

But if that’s all that had happened, there would have been no church. 

 

What gave the early church its life, its staying power, was what happened immediately  

 afterward:  they met in small groups—they met DAILY. 

  And THAT’S where they were included. 

 

They ate together in homes. They prayed together. 

They listened to the apostles’ teaching together. 

 

And when someone new responded to the Good News of Jesus, 

 they were brought into one of those small, open circles. 

They shared their needs with each other, 

 and they shared their goods to meet each other’s needs. 

Their social circles—their fellowship circles—were always OPEN. 
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They didn’t let biological ties close their circles. 

They didn’t let tradition close their circles. 

They didn’t just add people to the membership rolls—they probably didn’t HAVE 

  membership rolls-- they just added people to their LIVES. 

 

Here’s an important piece of church history that relates to INCLUSION. 

 

In the 18
th

 century, there were two great English evangelists who preached 

 widely in America:   one was George Whitefield; the other was John Wesley. 

 

George Whitefield was a master of oratory. 

 If people heard that Whitefield was going to preach, 

  they would turn out by the thousands. 

 His voice was magnificent; he needed no microphone. 

 Thousands and thousands of people in both England and in 

  America responded to his preaching and accepted Christ. 

 His golden tongue and passionate heart moved a nation to revival. 

 

John Wesley was not the master orator that Whitefield was, 

  though he certainly preached just as many sermons. 

 Wesley preached constantly, every day, wherever he went. 

  

And, wherever he went, he organized his converts into small groups. 

 He called them “societies.” 

 They were fellowship groups, sharing groups, spiritual growth groups 

  in which believers could encourage and nurture each other 

   in their walk with Christ. 

 

Now, according to historians, 

 if you traveled through the areas where Whitefield had his successful 

 preaching campaigns 10 years later, 

  you had a difficult time finding even ONE of his converts. 

It was almost as if he had never been there, in spite of the huge response at the time. 

 

But if you traveled, 10 years later, through the areas where John Wesley preached and  

 organized his little “societies,” 

 you found many strong Christians and strong and growing churches, 

 who were themselves engaged in reaching out and including 

  even more people. 

 This, of course, is the beginning of the Methodist Church. 
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If those we invite, if those who come to faith are not included in our social 

 structures, then the back door of the church will be exactly as busy 

  as the front door. 

 

Inviting people, welcoming people, and getting them involved is good and necessary, 

 but neither invitation nor welcome nor involvement is INCLUSION. 

 

As I said, inclusion is hard. 

It’s hard because it involves change. 

It involves changing patterns and habits. 

It involves relating to new people in new ways and relating to old friends 

 in new ways as well. 

 

Sunday morning friendliness wears pretty thin 

 if people make it clear that there’s no room in their lives for you. 

 

Inclusion affects who you spend time with,  

 who you play with, 

 who you go out to eat with, 

 who you pray with, 

 who you drop in on, 

 who you call on the phone just to chat, 

 who you trust with your opinions and feelings, 

 who you trust with the deepest longings of your heart. 

 

Inclusion calls for conversion—OUR conversion, 

 our change of social patterns for the sake of the other. 

 

We include not because we’re trying to save our church, 

 but because we love people enough to want to share our 

 lives with them. 

 

We include not because the preacher says we should, 

 but because we know there are many, many people in our 

 community who are lonely, isolated, and alienated— 

 people whose deepest need is fellowship, friendship, community. 

 

So, yes indeed, invite people.  Welcome people. Get people involved.  

 But the true evidence of Pentecost is inclusion— 

 inclusion in God’s new community, 

 inclusion in a circle of people who call one another sister, brother, and friend. 


