Training Talk Outline & Transcript

Welcoming people

into the church

“My brothers and sisters, believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ must not show favouritism.
Suppose a man comes into your meeting wearing a gold ring and fine clothes, and a poor man in
filthy old clothes also comes in. If you show special attention to the man wearing fine clothes and
say, ‘Here’s a good seat for you’ but say to the poor man, “You stand there’ or ‘Sit on the floor by
my feet’ have you not discriminated among yourselves and become judges with evil thoughts?”
James 2:1-4 (NIV)

Outline of talk by Felix Aremo

Download the video: apassionforlife.org.uk/ed1-vid-download

Below is an outline of what the talk covers. Please see the corresponding session guide for more guidance on
structuring the rest of the training session.

The Imaginary Church of St Nabal’s
James 2: 1-4

Social Hierarchy
Relational Community

Accessibility

Transcript of talk by Felix Aremo
You are free to use and adapt the content of this talk to suit your context.

Imagine it's your first time at church since becoming a Christian. You decide to go to your local
church, which is called St. Nabal’s Community Church. As you approach the building, you're
stopped by a young man. He asks, "Can | help you?" He's polite, but you sense that he's suspicious.
So you explain to him that you're new to church and would like to attend the service. So he steps to
the side and allows you to proceed. Inside the building is a bit weird. It's been divided into distinct
areas with walls in between them. They're like mini-meeting pods with no ceiling. From inside,
people can see the preacher, but not the people in the other pods. You also notice that the pods
are very different from each other. The ones at the front are fancy leather chairs, phone charging
ports, climate control, that kind of thing.

These are reserved for the important people, doctors, lawyers, private school teachers, wealthy
families. But as you move towards the back of the church, the pods are more basic. These are the
ones for less important people. You stand around for a while, wondering what to do. Then you
notice that there's one pod with an open door. It's right in the back and it's very basic and quite
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dusty. The door has a sign on it saying For Strangers Only. So you take your seat just as the service
begins and what takes place over the next hour is utterly baffling to you. You have no idea when to
stand up or sit down. You find the preaching difficult to follow because all the illustrations and
applications are to do with things you've never heard of, let alone understand. The songs are
fantastic, but everyone knew the lyrics apart from you.

At the conclusion of the service, you watch as people leave their pods, pretend not to notice you,
then leave the building. Only one person comes to say hello. It's the young man who stopped you
at the gate and you have a pleasant enough conversation, but then you notice the badge on his
shirt. It says welcome team and you realise this explains why he's the only one who's speaking to
you. If that was your experience as a new believer going to church, would you come back? I'm
guessing not. So, St. Nabal's Community Church sounds ridiculous and I've added all sorts of stuff
to make it a bit silly. Our churches are nothing like St. Nabal's or are they? Our great hope and
prayer is that through the evangelistic efforts of our churches, many people come to know the Lord
Jesus and join us within his family.

Some will come to our gatherings as brand-new believers. Others will still be exploring the
Christian faith when they begin coming on Sundays or mid-week. The question we need to ask is,
how ready are we to receive new people within our churches? It's funny how ridiculous St. Nabal's
is as a church, but the reason it's funny may be that it comes uncomfortably close to the truth.
Today, we're going to consider three features of St. Abel's that the Bible urges us to do very
differently in our churches. I'll spend a little longer on the first one as it's foundational to the other
two. The first is social hierarchy.

James is unmistakably clear that unfed bias or prejudice has no place in God's family. And yet the
example he gives feels so contemporary. A rich man enters the room and is treated with honour
and respect whilst the poor man enters but is dishonoured and disrespected. At St. Nabal's, some
people are more likely to be stopped at the door than others. "Can | help you?" "Are you sure you're
in the right place?" In his book, “Natives”, which is a book about race and class prejudice, the
contemporary artist, Akala describes this as treating people as matter out of place, i.e. treating
people like that. Prejudice and hierarchy in church communities was a problem 2000 years ago and
it remains a problem today. Why is that? When you think about it, the answer is obvious. Our
society assigns value to people based on external qualities, their wealth, accents, skin colour,
beauty. These surface qualities are treated as visible manifestations of invisible qualities like
goodness, intelligence, trustworthiness.

So a wealthy looking man from Surrey is obviously more intelligent and trustworthy than a refugee
from Syria. We’d never articulate this out loud, but through media depictions and stereotyping,
we've been conditioned to make assumptions about people based on relatively trivial things. And
our lack of respect will be displayed through the way we relate to them. Do we give them our full
attention while we’re scanning the room for someone more worthwhile? Do we make judgments on
their moral character based on their appearance? Do we make assumptions about their Christian
maturity or ministry potential based on their level of education? Such behavior is profoundly anti-
gospel. Through God's Word we learned that we're fundamentally equal in our creative humanity.
We're made in God's image. And left to ourselves, we're fundamentally equal in our inclination to sin
and idolatry. But gloriously the gospel declares that we are also fundamentally equal in God's
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acceptance of us through the Lord, Jesus Christ. Favouritism and prejudice simply doesn't make
sense in God's new community of believers.

The social hierarchies of wider society shouldn't be replicated in our churches. In fact, we're to go
the opposite way. Here's what Paul says in 1 Corinthians 12. We're to go out of our way to love,
honour, and respect those who are treated like dirt in society as a whole. We need to remind
ourselves that we're all made in God's image and equal in our need for Christ. All of us need to
repent of prejudice and learn to relate to one another with humility because all of us are
responsible for welcoming others. When a new person comes to church, it's not just their
interactions with the welcome team that matters. It's their interactions with everyone else. It only
takes one bad conversation or non-conversation for people to not feel like coming back. The
second thing we need to consider is the quality of our relational community. At St. Nabal's there's
no social interaction beyond the families and friendship groups in each distinct area.

People sit in their pods, listen to the sermon, then head home. But imagine if someone from a
Muslim background becomes a Christian. It's almost certain that they'll go from being in a close-knit
community to being utterly rejected by their friends and family. Perhaps they'll need somewhere to
live. They'll certainly need emotional and maybe financial support. Isolated cliques of people in our
churches will never be able to provide this. And even if a new believer did make it into one of these
cliques, two hours on the Sunday and mid-week won't be an adequate replacement for the
community they've lost. Are our churches ready to receive people whose faith in Christ has cost
them their friendships, their families, maybe even their homes? The importance of building strong
relational communities is evident throughout the New Testament as described in Acts chapter 2.

In our churches, are we walking hard at creating this kind of community where we welcome people
into our day-to-day lives? This could be meeting up with people during the week, having people
over for meals, catching up over the phone. But it may be something more profound and
meaningful, like giving money to ease someone's financial burden, being a father-figure for the
family of a single mother, or welcoming a young person into your home who's been rejected by
their own family. As well as hierarchy in community, the third thing to consider is accessibility. How
accessible is our community? How accessible are our meetings? When we say accessibility,
people normally think of practical and tangible things like stair-free free access, large print Bibles,
induction loops, and handrails and toilets. Those things are important and can go a long way to
making people feel welcome in church gatherings. But the problem at St. Nabal's wasn't the
building, but the way the service was conducted. It was impossible for a new person to follow what
was going on or to feel included.

A good question to ask is if an unchurched person came to our service, how could we help them
understand what's going on? The church in Corinth faced a similar problem. People just did what
they wanted without any care or thought for others, let alone new people. Having just talked about
unbelievers in their church gatherings, Paul says this. The church needed to make their gatherings
more accessible. They needed to think about what they were doing and why, and make sure that
whatever they did was in order to build up Christ’s church. So, how do we ensure that our church
services can be understood and applied by a diverse range of people? What needs to change to
make our church more accessible to new believers and more comprehendible to unbelievers?
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Obviously these are things that church leaders will have primary responsibility for, but it's helpful to
engage with these issues as a whole church family and to listen to others. We all have blind spots.

And if you really want to know how accessible your church is, invite a friend from another church to
visit and ask them to describe their experience to your church leaders afterwards. You might be
surprised by what they say. In this video, we've been describing a visit to an imaginary church called
St. Nabal's. A good example, if there is such a thing of an inward-looking church marked by
prejudice, social division and poor accessibility. As we thought about these things, you may have
recognised some of these problems in your own church. As we seek to equip ourselves and our
churches for lifelong evangelism, it's important that we also consider how best to welcome and
integrate people into our church families. Wouldn't it be wonderful if they find our churches to be
places where all people are treated with honour and respect?

Where the hungry are fed and the friendless are embraced as siblings. When new people find it
easy to engage with the life of the church, the moment they walk through the door. There's no
reason why this can't be true for your church and mine. But for this to happen, we need to be ready
for change. We need to be willing to listen to God's Word. We need to be willing to listen to other
people and we need to be willing to make changes to the way we do things in our local church.

The training video is available for anyone to watch at apassionforlife.org.uk/ed1-view
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