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Come and Get It


Paul D. Erickson
Acts 16:16-34 

    One day, as we were going to the place of prayer, we met a slave-girl who had a spirit of divination and brought her owners a great deal of money by fortune-telling. [17] While she followed Paul and us, she would cry out, "These men are slaves of the Most High God, who proclaim to you a way of salvation." [18] She kept doing this for many days. But Paul, very much annoyed, turned and said to the spirit, "I order you in the name of Jesus Christ to come out of her." And it came out that very hour. 

    [19] But when her owners saw that their hope of making money was gone, they seized Paul and Silas and dragged them into the marketplace before the authorities. [20] When they had brought them before the magistrates, they said, "These men are disturbing our city; they are Jews [21] and are advocating customs that are not lawful for us as Romans to adopt or observe." [22] The crowd joined in attacking them, and the magistrates had them stripped of their clothing and ordered them to be beaten with rods. [23] After they had given them a severe flogging, they threw them into prison and ordered the jailer to keep them securely. [24] Following these instructions, he put them in the innermost cell and fastened their feet in the stocks. 

    [25] About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the prisoners were listening to them. [26] Suddenly there was an earthquake, so violent that the foundations of the prison were shaken; and immediately all the doors were opened and everyone's chains were unfastened. [27] When the jailer woke up and saw the prison doors wide open, he drew his sword and was about to kill himself, since he supposed that the prisoners had escaped. [28] But Paul shouted in a loud voice, "Do not harm yourself, for we are all here." [29] The jailer called for lights, and rushing in, he fell down trembling before Paul and Silas. [30] Then he brought them outside and said, "Sirs, what must I do to be saved?" [31] They answered, "Believe on the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household." [32] They spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all who were in his house. [33] At the same hour of the night he took them and washed their wounds; then he and his entire family were baptized without delay. [34] He brought them up into the house and set food before them; and he and his entire household rejoiced that he had become a believer in God. 

Rev. 22:12-14, 16-17, 20-21 

    "See, I am coming soon; my reward is with me, to repay according to everyone's work.I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end." Blessed are those who wash their robes, so that they will have the right to the tree of life and may enter the city by the gates. "It is I, Jesus, who sent my angel to you with this testimony for the churches. I am the root and the descendant of David, the bright morning star." The Spirit and the bride say, "Come." And let everyone who hears say, "Come." And let everyone who is thirsty come. Let anyone who wishes take the water of life as a gift. The one who testifies to these things says, "Surely I am coming soon." Amen. Come, Lord Jesus! The grace of the Lord Jesus be with all the saints. Amen. 

John 17:20-26 

"I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word, that they may all be one. As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me. The glory that you have given me I have given them, so that they may be one, as we are one, I in them and you in me, that they may become completely one, so that the world may know that you have sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me. Father, I desire that those also, whom you have given me, may be with me where I am, to see my glory, which you have given me because you loved me before the foundation of the world. "Righteous Father, the world does not know you, but I know you; and these know that you have sent me. I made your name known to them, and I will make it known, so that the love with which you have loved me may be in them, and I in them." 

Come and Get It

Ah, summertime. Even though the calendar says it doesn’t begin for another month, we at Augustana know better, for we know that summer really begins the weekend before Memorial Day, when our drive-in worship and summer schedule kicks off with a visit from the Barbary Coast Dixieland Jazz Band. It doesn’t matter if it’s sunny or rainy, hot or cold, we in Minnesota know that summer is short, so we need to get outside and enjoy it before it all slips away. And what is more central to summer in Minnesota than a good, old-fashioned cookout? One thing that always amazes me, once we fire up the grill and throw on whatever it is that we’re going to barbecue, be it bratwurst or burgers, chicken or hot dogs, is the smell. There’s just something about the aroma of meat cooking over an outdoor fire that gets one’s mouth watering and lips smacking, and people just start to gather when they smell that dinner’s almost ready. This can be difficult, especially if it’s your neighbor who’s doing the cooking and you’re not invited. We hope that they would just go ahead and ring one of those old-fashioned triangles, and call out to one and all, “Come and get it.”


Summer can be like that, when we are outside more and we interact with our neighbors once again, shedding the hibernation caused by our seemingly endless winters. We become a community again, and invitations to get together over a backyard barbecue or even a glass of lemonade just seem to flow more easily and spontaneously. “Come and get it; we’ve got plenty; there’s always room for one more.”


Wouldn’t it be nice if the same thing happened with our worship services? Wouldn’t it be nice if we could just crank up the volume on our sound system, and the sound of the band or our beautiful pipe organ would just waft through the community and, like the smoke rising from a cookout, magically beckon our neighbors to join the fun? I don’t know how many of you recall the old Whoopi Goldberg movie, Sister Act, in which she plays a Las Vegas lounge singer placed in the witness protection program. She pretends to be a nun, and is assigned to an inner city parish, where she becomes the music director. Eventually, she begins to teach them to sing like she’s used to singing, adding touches of Gospel, rock, and jazz to the previously bland diet of liturgical music that the choir and the parish had become used to. There’s a wonderful scene, when the choir first unveils their new style, and the sounds of their upbeat, contemporary music begin to be heard throughout the neighborhood and the people magically begin to appear, filling the previously empty church pews. 

Now, our situation at Augustana is quite different, as we have a stable, healthy attendance to our worship services, but I often wonder, why don’t even more people come? With the quality of our worship and music ministry, our wide variety of meaningful ministries for children, youth, and families, our deep commitment to local and global mission, why aren’t we packed to the rafters? 


Perhaps we need to take another look at our understanding of evangelism. Too often, we think that if we just put up the service times on our sign out front, and we open our doors, then folks will show up. This is not a bad vision, for it is rooted in the ancient words of the book of the Revelation: “The Spirit and the bride say, "Come." And let everyone who hears say, "Come." And let everyone who is thirsty come. Let anyone who wishes take the water of life as a gift.” The church is and always has been a place in which there is an open invitation, and all are welcome, and the only prerequisite is that you seek to know the living God.

So, why don’t more people come? Lots of reasons, I suppose. Perhaps some have other priorities, and they would rather spend a Sunday morning on the golf course, or in the garden. Perhaps some had a negative experience with church growing up, and they have come to believe that churches are simply not for them. Perhaps some assume that churches are only for the righteous, and there’s no room for a sinner like them. Maybe some of these reasons have been true for you at some point in your life. But there is one more reason why folks don’t come, one that would supersede all the other reasons and excuses that people have for not joining in our celebration and praise of God. They don’t come because they weren’t invited. Yes, we can say that “all are welcome,” and we can do our best to be hospitable when folks do arrive, but unless and until we go out and make that invitation personal and real, it won’t really make a difference.
Lutheran pastor Kelly Fryer tells a story about the best evangelist in her congregation in Illinois, who happened to be a hair dresser. She loved her church, and she couldn’t help but invite almost anyone she met to at least come and check it out. She told Pastor Fryer one day, “You know, after I became involved in our church and began talking about it, I discovered that all of my co-workers belonged to a church, as well. And I began to wonder why, during all my years of struggle, as I battled disease and struggled through a divorce, why hadn’t they invited me to their church? They knew that, at that time, I had no church home, but they never invited me to theirs.”
How many people do we know are struggling and need to hear the saving word of God’s grace? How many people do we know are feeling alone and abandoned in the world, struggling to overcome what may seem to be insurmountable challenges? How many people could we invite to come and taste the water of life? “The Spirit and the bride say, "Come." And let everyone who hears say, "Come." Let everyone who hears say “Come.” That’s you and me, brothers and sisters, we are the one who are called to give voice to the Spirit’s invitation.
We live in an age in which there is a profound spiritual hunger, a deep and insatiable thirst for the love and acceptance made real in the sacrifice of Christ. People want and need what we have come to experience, the profound and wonderful gift of Christian community. Let us not be embarrassed or afraid. Let us have the courage to do the simple task of inviting others. Let us all find it within ourselves to say, “Come. Come and get it; come and taste the new life that is waiting for us all.” Thanks be to God; amen.
