
Inviting and welcoming even in Lockdown 

(Sermon for St Mary’s Day – Sunday August 16th 2020- Luke 2:1-7) 

The Gospel reading today for our Name Day Festival of St Mary tells of the very well-known 

story of Joseph and his heavily pregnant betrothed wife Mary travelling from Nazareth to 

Bethlehem for a Roman Government Census and of the sudden birth of their baby Jesus. 

Mary gave birth, in what is to us most unsanitary conditions, lying in the hay in a cattle-

shed. Certainly, they would not have been allowed to travel all that distance today in our 

current COVID19 lockdowns. The Gospel story would have been very different!                                                                                                     

We have traveled quite well ourselves as a Parish during this lockdown period. But, inviting 

other people to church has not been possible. However, on this important day in our year, 

it is helpful to think about how we will invite and welcome people to church again when the 

lockdown is less stringent and eventually hopefully over.                                                                                                                       

A number of years ago now, when I was in the Diocese of Melbourne, and I know it 

certainly happened here at St Mary’s, we used to observe a yearly Sunday called “Back to 

Church Sunday”. It was moderately successful in getting one or two new people coming to 

Church, and perhaps one or two returning after a period of time away. I know at least one 

of our regular parishioners here came back to church after being invited back on such a 

Sunday. This person only talked about it the other morning over coffee, and I am sure she 

wouldn’t mind me saying that it was Lorraine Peake, now one of our Wardens.                                                         

I have always had a couple of problems with the actual title of “Back to Church Sunday”. 

The word ‘back’ seems to suggest going backwards, instead of moving forwards into the 

future. The word ‘to’ seems to imply someone coming in rather than us having to go out 

and doing the inviting. The word ‘Church’ carries overtones of just a building, rather than a 

living community which gives the church building its value and meaning. And the word 

‘Sunday’ suggests Church life is limited to Sunday worship only.  

I think a better title would be something like “Come with me and experience and enjoy our 

Church Community”. It is always important to remember that it is God who actually gives 

the growth of our Church, and it is we who are called to help unlock that growth. This “Back 

to Church Sunday” movement was not so much about expecting people to come to Church, 

but about each of us having the courage and hopeful desire to invite others to join us in 

what we enjoy doing, both in worship and in fellowship together. The success of such a 

venture is really dependent on each parishioner being open and courageous enough in 

Christ to invite at least one other person to come with them and experience what church 

now is and all it has to offer. Whether that person we invite in the end says yes or no is up 

to them and to God.  

Our calling under Christ is to make the invitation. Neither should we be surprised when a 

person, perhaps unexpectedly, responds with a yes and comes with us. Rather, we should 

expect that to happen, as God enables and gives the growth. Occasionally they will say yes, 
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but more often they will probably say no. We have to get over any feeling of failure or 

rejection, and just let God do the sowing and watering of the seed, which is always ongoing. 

Sometimes, it may take several invitations to finally see that God’s work has begun to take 

root.                                                                

Across Australia, National Church Life Survey results have shown that about 40% of new 

people in Church are the result of being invited, and the rest are from people who have 

recently moved to the area or moved church affiliation, or who join as a result of the 

ministry of Baptisms or Funerals, and some just walk in off the street in search of 

something. And hopefully the church community has been able to help them begin to 

explore and find that deeper spiritual something.  

Sadly, the results from the NCLS also show that only 20% of people actually say they do 

invite others to come with them to Church. It is surely important to ask why 80% of people 

do not invite others? There are a number of possible answers to that important question. 

People may feel incompetent or too embarrassed to do so, or they may feel they don’t 

want to appear too pushy about their faith, or they may fear rejection, or a negative 

response.  Many just say that they don’t have any friends or neighbours to invite, or who 

would want to come anyway. However, the reality is that most of us do have a circle of 

friends and acquaintances. Most of us do have other family and neighbours or we know of 

people who used to come here.  But where are they now and why don’t they come any 

longer? If we positively and graciously ask them will they respond? Their response is God’s 

call not ours. We just have to continue to make the invitation.                                                                                 

In reality, all of us here today were invited or asked at some stage to come to St Mary’s. It 

may have been our own parents when we were children. It may have been a spouse or 

school friend or neighbour, or it may have been our inner need to find a new place of 

worship after a shift of residence, or it may have been our response to God’s inner urging to 

dip our toes into a new spiritual journey.                                                                                                                                

Who invited you first to come to this Church?                                                                                

How do we each feel about inviting another person to Church? Firstly, I guess, most of us 

probably believe that anyone we know and could invite will say No. And the reality is that 

they may well say No, and they may say No quite a few times, before they actually decide 

to say Yes. Secondly, some of us may look at our children and the fact that they are no 

longer interested in Church, and we feel we have failed somewhat there, so how can we 

invite others. Fear of rejection and the embarrassment of being said No to, and of hearing 

responses like: “You must be joking!” or “I’ve got better things to do with my life!” or  

“Churches have already ruined too many lives through sexual abuse and I don’t trust them 

anymore.” These responses are all to be expected. But they also are responses that surely 

do require an answer, because each of us does come to Church and we don’t find it a waste 

of time, or a meaningless experience, or even a dangerous experience.                                                                                                             



After we do get a new person coming to Church, the other question is then how welcoming 

are we as a Parish Community? How welcoming am I as a parishioner to those I do not 

know? When I go away on holidays, I usually do try to go to Church wherever I may be. 

Some churches have been very welcoming and want to know who you are and where you 

have come from? Some churches have been most unwelcoming. I have attended churches 

that have the wrong service time on their noticeboard! I have attended Churches where the 

sides-person has been so intent on speaking to another parishioner that I have been left 

standing waiting to find where service and hymn books are. I have attended churches 

where the sermon is part of a series and makes little sense without having heard the three 

of four sermons from previous Sundays. I have attended churches where everybody walks 

past me after the service as they go to wherever they go for coffee and I have been left 

alone outside the Church with no one noticing me standing alone looking lost. It takes a 

focused effort for congregational members to notice a possible newcomer at Church and 

then to transform that person into a brother or sister in Christ who feels they could begin to 

belong here.                                                                         

I think COVID19 could be giving us an unexpected opportunity to focus on our quality of 

welcoming and pastoral care to one another. Who has not returned to Church as yet quite a 

few weeks after we re-started services? Why are they not here? Do they feel forgotten? Do 

they feel uncertain about how safe it is to come back in these times? Have they just lost 

something of the habit of being with us over the weeks? Are they sick? Are they hurting? 

We all should have some sort of community connection to one another. Sometimes people 

ask me how somebody is. Usually I know and can tell them but how much more caring 

would it be to ring then or call in on them yourself. I, or one of the Wardens, can always 

give you their phone number provided it is not a silent number that they don’t want given 

out. If we are a really thriving caring Community together then it is so much easier to care 

for any newcomers after COVID19 restrictions relax and it will be so much easier to begin 

again inviting others to St Mary’s. Let this Patronal festival of St Mary’s be a time when we 

reflect on the health and welcome and hospitality of our community, and think of how we 

each can make St Mary’s an even better community of spirit and worship and fellowship. 

 


