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What do you think the worst office job in America is? Customer Service? Receptionist? Telemarketer? That last one probably wins out in our minds.

Think about it, we’ve all had to deal with salespeople on the phone. And those experiences are almost never good. Our reactions are swift as soon as we know who is on the other line. Mostly, we’re indifferent and hang up the phone without saying a word. Sometimes we are polite in our unequivocal denial as we hang up on the salesperson.
But I know I’ve reacted in anger or frustration more times than I’m proud to admit. Just this past month I was receiving bi-weekly calls from a car insurance company because the lease on a car is ending. Every time they called, I would answer the phone because it was my work cell phone. And every time there would be that tell-tale awkward silence before it would start: “Hello, is this Kristen?” Now, what’s funny is that I always answer my mobile the same way: “Hello, this is Adam.” So clearly this wasn’t Kristen.

Finally, after a month of these calls, the dam broke. I just couldn’t take it anymore. And I let the guy have it. Nothing vulgar, just barely concealed anger and frustration that they couldn’t get the hint that I didn’t want what they were selling. Oh, and don’t call me again.

I think everyone here can empathize with that feeling. We’re conditioned to change the way we act when we are receiving information we don’t want, from a source that we feel negatively about.
Think about the scenario again: You answer the phone expecting to have a conversation and it’s a telemarketer on the other end.

What’s your gut reaction? Maybe you clench your fist; maybe you sigh – loudly; maybe you slump in your spot a bit?
What’s your mental reaction? “Not again…”; “Oh bother…”; “Are you kidding me?”
Those reactions have been ingrained in us as soon as we simply hear the word: “telemarketer.”

So, what’s the reaction when people hear the word, ‘Christian’ or ‘church?’ For a lot of our neighbors, a Christian is thought of in the same way as a salesperson on the phone. Poor previous experiences equate the fundamental desire of both a Christian and a salesperson: to sell you something you don’t want. The unchurched have an ingrained understanding that a Christian is going to aggressively sell them Jesus and change their “sinful” ways and the whole thing will be highly unpleasant. Our neighbors have already made up their mind about what a Christian is today. And, more often than not, it’s not a good image.
Look around at what non-Christians are presented as “real Christians.” Whether it’s celebrities, business leaders, or talking heads on TV who loudly proclaim that they are Christians, only then to become embroiled in one scandal after another, or spouting racist ideas in the media, or acting as though the rules apply to everyone else.

Or think about how one of our national political parties seems to have laid claim, loudly and at length, about how they are “true Christians,” because X-Y-Z political ideas fit nicely into their truncated view of Christ’s teachings. 
While I am speaking in generalities, I’m sure that you’ve thought of some examples on your own and those feelings attached to those examples are what trickle down onto people like you and me. But there are personal beliefs that can cause us to limit who we interact with as well.

My formative years were spent in rural Lebanon County. I grew up knowing that the city of Lebanon was a “dangerous” place because of the high Puerto Rican population. That’s where all the “bad” kids went to school. The feeling evolved as I grew older into putting up a barrier between me and anyone who didn’t fit my idea of normal: they had to be white, good-natured, heterosexual, and Christian.

Or take for instance one of the people I supervise for work out in Albuquerque, NM. He’s in his 70’s and always speaks his mind. Recently he told me how well New Mexico was handling the virus despite the, and I quote, “irresponsible” people living in quote “the Warzone.” If you aren’t familiar with this terminology, let me make it clear: he’s talking about Hispanics living in the most poverty-stricken parts of the Albuquerque Metro Area.

It's intended barriers like these that we learned during our upbringings which have left us with ideas about who is acceptable and who isn’t. Then, whether we mean to or not, we project our ideas of acceptability onto those whom we want to talk to about how Jesus Saves. 

Yet to cut through our own ideas of acceptability, Jesus taught us to show others the same love that God showed us. And that simple but amazing truth is how we fight against being perceived as simply telemarketers for God.
Jesus understood this struggle and gave hope to His followers in Matthew 5:14-16 (NASB): “You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden; nor does anyone light a lamp and put it under a basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all who are in the house. Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven.”

First, I want you to think about what a true ‘city on a hill’ means. 
For the weary traveler looking for a place to rest at the end of a day’s journey, the sight of a city on a hill, where all paths led, would have been welcomed and rejoiced. There, above it all, the city sat as a beacon of hope and rest that promised a comforting and safe environment from the perils of the journey. The city would have welcomed all travelers – how else would a such a prominent settlement survive if not for allowing the weary to be welcomed and the hungry to be fed?

Think back to your childhood, was there a house in your community where all the kids gathered at that was safe and welcoming? I know that my wife hopes our house would become this beacon in our neighborhood.
This is what Jesus calls us…me…you to be. A beacon for the weary traveling through life.

Jesus went on to say that those who believe in Him are like the light in a house, or to modernize it, the light in a large room. We are the light of the world, where God’s glory shines through us to chase away the darkness. But let me ask, does the light move around the room to make sure all the darkness is gone? Does it seek out inferior lighting and makes sure it shines brighter or simply turns itself off if it’s not shining in just the right way?

No! That would be ridiculous. What the light on a lampstand does, is provide light to all who are in the house with it. I’m sure that most people are comforted when the light is turned on in a dark room of our house, especially the basement or garage. 

I believe the takeaway from this passage is that the city on the hill simply is. The lamp on the lampstand simply is. They are present. They are beacons of comfort and acceptance when the traveler becomes weary and the darkness closes in.
If we act like that Jesus tells us, then the glory and love of God will shine through us. 

When we put the love we were shown by Jesus before everything else as we go about our lives, we begin to first overcome our ingrained prejudices and unintended barriers. And what was that example? Well Pastor Taylor talked about it last Sunday: Jesus partied with the sex workers, and the tax men, and the those who Judean society said were simply unacceptable. That’s who our Savior loved, right along with all of us.

What is your posture when interacting with your neighbors? Are you selling Jesus because that neighbor isn’t yet acceptable enough for God’s grace? Or are you a beacon of comfort and rest to the weary traveler? 

Truly, my heart has been heavy for some time about putting this into practice with people living a different lifestyle then what we might think of as “unacceptable.” My heart breaks to see how I’ve put up barriers when it comes to how we’ve been taught that Christianity is only for people of a certain lifestyle or walk of life. But the more you strip away the years of callused exclusion, the more you see that a person is a person, no matter their personal choices. 

It’s because I find truth in Jesus’ commandment to love one another as God loves me that I want to know more, to understand more, to break bread more with my neighbors of different lifestyles than my own.
Jay Pathak, in the book The Art of Neighboring, echoes this desire. He wrote: “We don’t love our neighbors so they will know Jesus; we love our neighbors because we already love Jesus and trust him.” “We don’t love our neighbors so they will know Jesus; we love our neighbors because we already love Jesus and trust him.”

That’s some radical thinking. Love isn’t a selling point. We aren’t God’s telemarketers. 
Love is who we are called to be and how we are called to act. Pastor George talked about this concept earlier in this series. It’s about being present. It’s about being a neighbor who is going to listen when someone needs an ear. Being a neighbor who offers to watch a neighbor’s kids after school for an hour or two. About having dinner with the same-sex couple two doors down. Maybe it’s offering to help around a neighbor’s yard or fix a broken railing.
The love of Christ is for everyone, for any traveler along the road.

It’s about accepting the teenage mother for who she is without casting judgement on her. It’s about listening when someone confesses to an office affair. It’s about loving a young parent kicked out onto the street. You never know what being present for someone in those situations will bear.

For me, those situations helped shape the strongest woman I know – my mother. A teenage mother right out of high school whose righteous and fundamentalist father kicked her out of his house after my sister was born, and who four years later had a workplace affair that produced - me.

Was my mother’s story acceptable before you knew the details? For Jesus she was. In her young life, would she have found your home to be a city on the hill? She didn’t find that divine rest until I was thirteen years old, and an old friend was called to reach out to her.

We’re called to treat everyone with love and respect to be God’s Beacon for your neighbor. The beacon is there to help guide travelers to a safe destination, it doesn’t force the traveler to rest, but offers them a way.

There are people in all of our neighborhoods right now facing all sorts of silent struggles. They get enough shame, enough guilt, and enough condemnation from others and from themselves. We’re called to be the light in their lives, are we able to step up to that calling? It’s not going to happen overnight. We’re going to sputter and flicker along the way. But over time, if we can be that loving presence in our neighborhoods, if we’re open to lighting the room for everyone in it, our light – the Light of Jesus – will shine brighter and brighter for our neighbors.
Let us pray.
