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Seventeen years ago, nobody but God knew what a brand-new little mission congregation in Wake Forest would one day become. And, yes, by God’s wonderful grace, this church has grown into a big, strong congregation. But I want you all to hear this today, and to take this to heart. Hope started as a mission congregation, and Hope is still a mission congregation. We are seventeen years old; but when this church is seventy-seven years old, we will still be a mission congregation.

As followers of Jesus Christ, you see, we’re not a frat house, or a secret society. The Lord’s church doesn’t have a velvet rope and a bouncer outside. We are an outward-focused group, a fellowship of believers that is open and welcoming to all!

And today’s Bible story reminds us, friends, of what is really at the heart and core of what it means to be a mission congregation. Very simply, we’re here to talk about Jesus. We’re not advertising a product here, or marketing a brand. We’re not striving to be the biggest, fanciest church in town; or trying to be the coolest, most cutting-edge church in town. 
We are here to talk about Jesus. 
Like John the Baptist, and like Andrew, his disciple, we are here to tell others what we know about Jesus. We are here to share with others what we’ve found in Jesus. We are here, my sisters and brothers, to have mission conversations! If we are part of a mission congregation – and we are – God wants you and me to have mission conversations.

Let’s talk about two ways that these conversations can happen. First, with people who are spiritually on fire; and, second, with people who are spiritually smoldering.
In our Bible story, we overhear, first, John the Baptist talking to his followers about Jesus. Then we listen as one of those disciples, Andrew, runs and tells his brother, Simon, about the Savior. These were mission conversations – conversations which helped bring people to know and to believe in Jesus. But these were conversations with people who were caught up in John the Baptist’s ministry scene already. These were people who were already on fire for the Lord, in their hearts. So John and Andrew could speak boldly, directly, in a straight-forward fashion about Jesus as the Lamb of God, the sacrifice for our sins; about Jesus as the one on whom the Holy Spirit came down at his Baptism; about Jesus as the Son of God and the long-awaited Messiah.

Now that’s one kind of mission conversation that we can have, too. Sometimes God puts people in our path who are already spiritually on fire like that … people who’ve been searching for answers, seeking a church, eager to get to know more about the Lord Jesus Christ. If you know someone like that, don’t be shy, in your mission conversations. Be bold, like John and Andrew were. Be direct. Tell that person what you know about Jesus. Share what you’ve found in Jesus. Invite that person to your church, to your small group, to your circle of Christian friends. After all, God may have been prepping that person, stoking that person’s spiritual fire, for a long time. And he just might be asking you to be the one to have that frank, forthright mission conversation that will help that person to really come to know Jesus in a more personal, powerful, lef-changing way.
That’s one kind of a mission conversation; but there’s a second kind. Because not everybody we meet – not many people we meet, frankly – are already on fire like that. Most are not. In our culture today, even here in the Bible Belt South, there are many, many people whose spiritual fires are barely smoldering, if at all. How many people do you know who, when it comes down to it, are pretty indifferent about the Lord? People who don’t go to church, who don’t have much concern about their faith, or about their spiritual destiny? It’s not our place to judge them, or to ignore them; but how do you have a mission conversation with people like that? How do you talk about Jesus with people who aren’t spiritually on fire?
Those folks, more than anyone, need to hear about our Lord, and come to know his saving, forgiving love. But most of the time, if you walk up to someone who doesn’t know Jesus, and you start bombarding that poor soul with a passionate speech about everything you think is vital or cool about Jesus, and about how much Jesus means to you, what’s that person going to do? End the conversation! 
Don’t try to pour a gallon of gasoline on a smoldering fire. Instead, fan it slowly into flame. Take time to get to know that person. Listen to their story. Find out what their needs are. Show interest in their situation. And then, gently and sensitively, see if you can find a way to share what you know about Jesus as it applies to that person’s story. Tell what you know about the Lord as it relates to that person’s situation. Try to make a connection between what that person is experiencing, and your own experience of the Lord. Take your time with these mission conversations. Plant some seeds, and know that it’s the Lord – not your persuasive, passionate, perfect words – that brings about the growth.
God has called us to be part of this mission congregation, friends; and that means that he wants us all to be having mission conversations – to be talking to others about Jesus, telling what we know and sharing what we’ve found. These mission conversations may take place on a Guatemala mission trip, or in the North Carolina mountains working on a servant event, or on the Maryland shore working on a hurricane-damaged home. Mission conversations like these may take place on a Habitat For Humanity worksite here in Wake County, or they may happen at the mall, at school, or at work. They may take place right there in the narthex, or out on the sidewalk, here at Hope. It doesn’t matter where they happen – but our God definitely wants these mission conversations to happen.

He wants you and me to offer support to a fellow believer who’s struggling, to provide that ray of hope to a person who’s in despair. Our God wants you and me to be the one to share a gentle word of accountability to one who’s been straying, or to offer that warm, caring invitation to one who’s feeling outcast. The Lord wants you and me, in our everyday conversations, to be ready to have mission conversations. If your heart is open to that, I can assure you that the Lord will give you an opportunity this week to be a smiling, cheerful exhibition of Christ-like love to someone who needs exactly that.
May God bless our mission congregation, and our mission conversations, this week!  Amen.

