GOOD MORNING!

INTRODUCE YOU TO A FRIEND OF MINE: JP Rennquist, he and Misty members here

· First met JP, 5 years ago, when started coming to Hillside Church.

· Absolutely, one of the most magnetic personalities that I know.

· Now, married to wonderful woman, three kids, one on the way.

FACINATED BY HIS EXPERIENCE HERE AT HC AND EXPERIENCE WITH FAITH

· JP, I am wondering if I could ask you a few questions about your story?  
· Where were you at spiritually before coming to Hillside Church?

· Why did you come in the first place?

· Why did you keep coming?

· What did you experience while here?

· What has happened in your life since connecting to Jesus?

THINKING A LOT LATELY, AS WORKING THORUGH RECENT SERIES

· Building Bridges To Help Heal Our World (intro slide)
· What would it look like for us to be intentional about strengthening our relationships around our every day life.

· Wherever we work, live and play.

· In order to find opportunity to better love and serve those around us.
· One of the places that we are doing this, in our neighborhoods.

· Leading a City-Wide Neighboring initiative:

· Encouraging each of us to get to know 8 closest neighbors

· So we can build relationships, strengthen neighborhoods, serve them.

AS I HAVE SPENT TIME INTERACTING WITH MY OWN NEIGHBORS 

· Find out that I am a pastor, feels a bit weird.  
· I absolutely LOVE our church

· Great community of people.

· Offers potent spirituality for those seeking that.
· Involved in making our world better place.
· What does it sound like to them when I invite them?

· Like a used car salesman?

· Like I am selling the newest multi-level product.

What does coming to Hillside Church feel like to those who consider themselves outside faith?  (SCREEN ONLY)
What kind of people can we be and what kind of church can we create to help people feel less weird so they can experience Jesus along side us? (SCREEN)
TURNS OUT, THE EARLY CHURCH FACED THE SAME THING.

· Earliest followers of Jesus were mostly Jewish.

· As this incredible Jesus movement began to spread.

· Began to enter different cultures, different people.

· How does story of what God doing in Jesus TRANSLATE to other cultures?

Acts 10:1-8  REFERENCE ONLY
· Read text and comment freely

· Romans occupied Israel at the time.

· Message of God’s love and hope going to the enemy.

· Cornelius had some knowledge of God and responded to that

· God comes to him in a vision – day dream of sorts.

· He responds to that.
A few things that I find compelling about this text:
(1) Many people around us every day are sincerely seeking God.

· This may seem super obvious, but maybe not so obvious.

· One of the thing that folks inside faith can think (I sure NOT any of you)

· We (inside) are spiritual, they (outside) are not spiritual.

· Interesting story of completely secular guy seeking after God

· Responding to God according to what he knew

· Giving to the poor    

· Prayed regularly.

· Really similar to the generation in which we live; very spiritually hungry

· Very intrigued by the supernatural, spiritual. Mystical 
· Reason why Ghost Hunter, Psychics, Eastern Mysticism 
· Folks exploring spirituality outside of church or religion.

· We see this much of this same spiritual hunger here in Duluth.

· My friends who are not part of church.

· Spiritual, but not religious

· Seeking after God in some way.

· Doing things out of that seeking.

· Being kind to other folks.  Volunteering 

· Leading non-profits.  
· Out of a heart to connect with God, spirituality, supernatural.

· It’s helpful for us to recognize the spiritual hunger in the lives of those around us.

· Our workplace

· Our neighborhoods

(2) God takes people’s seeking seriously and responds to them in various ways.
· One of the things that we notice is how awesome God sees these acts

· God is delighted in Cornelius seeking after him.

· Responding to God (according to what he knew)

· God, then, responds to Cornelius with vision.

· A direct vision on something he can do to further his pursuit of God.

· V. 7 Calls a soldier and personal attendant

· “What just happened to me?”

· It’s surprising to me, as I chat with people, how many people I run in to 

· Have had more than one spiritual, supernatural experience.

· Both, what they would consider, positive and negative.

· Maybe you or someone you know had a similar experience.

· IL – Friend of mine whose house was haunted.

· Nightmares, felt depressed, angry, not settled.

· Can you do something about that?

· Yes, I LOVE doing that kind of thing.

· Aren’t you afraid?

· No, not at all.  

· One of the cool things about Jesus, is when you pray in his name, evil stuff like that has to go.
· Went over, prayed in the home, 

· They slept great, felt happy, 

· IL – My wife Krista, seeking after God as Junior in High School

· Grew up Lutheran, but really wanted to know that God real

· Sitting on her bed, asking for God to reveal himself

· Eyes started to flutter, felt warm, tingly, rush of peace

· IL – Another friend of mine, who I will call “Danny”

· Praying one night, asking God if he is real.

· Never been in a church before, not comfortable.

· Felt this overwhelming peace

· Felt like the stars were popping out of the sky.

· Felt love, safe, secure.

· IL – JP God revealing himself to JP both inside and outside church.

· Trust of what we can take from this

· God is constantly revealing himself to people all the time.
· God is responding in many ways to the efforts of folks to seek him.
· Who is God revealing himself to around my life?  (SCREEN ONLY)
· Become aware of what may be happening in the life of those around

· Workplaces, neighborhoods, families. 

· In my experience, people LOVE to have spiritual conversations
· Fun to just ask people if they have had these experiences

· See where it may lead.  
Acts 10:9-23  REFERENCE ONLY
· Comment freely

· Guy named Peter enters the story – leader, as church explodes.  
· Comes from a Jewish background – eating certain foods prohibited.

· Weird vision = God telling him to eat them

· Preparing Peter for culture shock – Jesus message was for everyone

· Even the Roman occupiers.

· As he wondering what it meant, delegation arrives from Cornelius 

· They explain what happened  v. 22 and onward

· THRUST “We need you to come and help explain what happening.”
· God wants to use Peter to encourage Cornelius’ spiritual journey and help connect Cornelius to spiritual community.  (SCREEN)  

(3) God might want to use us to encourage others’ spiritual journey.
· Someone to connect Cornelius’ spiritual experience 

· BTW:  This happens outside church & outside the norm!!

· Maybe God would want to include us in his work.

· Use us to help further their spiritual experience, connect to Jesus.

· As we open our eyes to the reality that God working all around us.

· Include us in encouraging them along.
· WE DON’T HAVE TO BE A SPIRITUAL EXPERT

· Just a fellow journeyer  

· See what God already up to and encourage that.

· IL – I have lots of friends outside the church.

· Spend time on those relationships because I ENJOY them

· But also talk about spiritual things

· See any ways that I can encourage what God is up to in them.

· IL – One friend, stressed out “Try praying to Jesus for your test.”
· “I experienced SUCH peace.”

· IL – Another friend

· “You may want to consider forgiving that other person – bitter

· “I need help – ask Jesus.
(4) God might want to use us to help connect others to spiritual community.
· One of the main points of this story, in my take

· Is that Cornelius’ isolated experience with God, was a good start

· But not full extent of what God had for Cornelius

· So God invited him into more, AS HE CONNECTED with others.

· Pretty popular these days to want spirituality, but not religion

· Spiritual experiences without the commitment of CHURCH or 

· Organized religion.

· I TOTALLY understand where people are coming from

· If they have been hurt by church in some way.

· But, God seems to encourage fairly frequently in Bible

Hebrews 10:25  (SCREEN AND HANDOUT) “not giving up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but encouraging one another...”
· Why does the Bible continually seem to encourage this?

· Deep spiritual growth happens in community.

· Relationship is at the center of healthy spirituality.

· Connected to real life, relationships 

· Change our marriage, how treat friends, kids

· Relationships help so we don’t get off track.

· People to tell us if getting weird, off track.

· God is inviting Peter to cooperate with him and . . . 
· Help foster Cornelius’ spiritual journey

· AND connect Cornelius to community.

· Here is the RUB

· At this point in church life, mostly Jewish folks

· Interesting rituals: circumcision, eating restrictions, Sabbath

· Cornelius is ROMAN

· Worshiping many gods, eating whatever, sexual society, etc

· God is breaking Peter’s preconceptions of who is OUT and who is IN

· What makes them Out and what makes them IN
(5) God is confronting any barriers that would make it difficult for new folks to connect to the spiritual community of the church.
· This odd vision . . .

· Peter, it’s no longer about circumcision, food rituals, keeping Sabbath.

· My incredible message of love is for everyone.
· And I am breaking down cultural barriers to make this translate

· To all people groups, at all times.
· Purpose for Jesus coming, to break down barriers between people.

· Ephesians 2:15 (SCREEN & HANDOUT) "...His purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the two, thus making peace..."
· God’s purpose in Jesus was to break down all dividing barriers

· Between people groups, cultures, to UNITE THEM
· So, people do not have to change their culture to follow Jesus.

· They can follow him from right where they are at.

· QUESTION: Do I have to become a cultural Christian in order to follow Jesus?
· Vote a certain way.

· Dress a certain way

· Talk a certain way

· Believe a specific way

· Look at science a certain way.
· What could some of those cultural barriers be today?

· People with tattoos?   Punk rockers?

· People of different sexual orientations?

· People of different socioeconomic backgrounds?

· People of different racial backgrounds?

· People of different 

· The THRUST here is that God is telling Peter that all people invited in

· That the church to be a radically welcoming community.

· Inviting people in to experience God and explore Jesus where they AT

· (Which sounds awesome, doesn’t it?!!)

What can we do to open our lives and church door wide so people feel welcomed to experience God along with us?
(1) We keep the main thing the main thing, which is Jesus.
· What did Peter do in the face of being in uncomfortable situation?

· Kept them main thing the main thing

· He kept JESUS at the center of the story, not big deal about other.
· Not any kind of peripheral things that hinder Cornelius.

· Acts 10:39-43

· Peter told the story.

· Jesus came to heal our lives, heal our relationships, heal the world.

· He is inviting all people to experience him in a real way

· And join him in his mission to repair the world here and now

· What does this look like for us?  
· We center our lives on Jesus as individuals and a community.
· Following after Jesus becomes our focus!  
· We don’t allow petty differences to divide us as people.

· We don’t allow side issues to become the main issue.

· It does not matter how you vote, or political preference.
· It does not matter if you have tattoos or dressy clothes.  

· It does not matter what your view of science is.
· It does not matter if you are rich or poor

· From the West side, lake side, hillside

· IL – If Jesus at my center and he is at your center

· Even if at opposites, As we come toward Jesus, we get closer.

(2) We do what we can to create a radically welcoming environment where all people can explore and experience God along with us.

· God asking Peter to be part of the solution.

· Cooperate with what he is up to.

· We can invite folks to join us in spiritual community.
· Maybe there are folks around their life, similar to Cornelius

· Experiencing or experienced God, looking for next step.

· Maybe our role is inviting them beyond isolated spiritual experience

· And into healthy spiritual community where they can grow.

· Simply putting out the invitation to them, as it natural.

· Being low key about it, yet not timid to follow up if not come.

· Events that we host

· FALL FEST – We like to have fun, we are not weird.

· We avoid all unnecessary, churchy language and culture.

· Some of what Christians do in church is simply cultural

· It can feel very alienating to people with no church background
· We make every effort do not do this, in personal life and church

· Speak in plain English

· Avoid insider language, culture

· Speak to the universal needs in humanity, not to Christians

· We want to be “naturally supernatural”
· Prayer teams, messages from the stage

· Filled with the power of God, but not culturally Pentecostal.
· We each work to create a diverse community.

· IL – Years ago in college group I pastored, Jason, 

· He kind of hippy, outdoorsy, rock climber.
· Lots of folks in group at time musicians, jocks, preppy kids.
· “I don’t feel like I fit”

· “Everyone fits in the church Jason.

· “Because it is so diverse, we just have to work at it.

· “Instead of thinking about church as institution

· Where it should meet your needs.

· “Think of it as a community, where you part of the solution.

· “Rather than wanting someone else to FIX problem

· “What could you do to be part of the solution?

· “I could stay here and help welcome those kind of folks.”

· GREAT idea.  Stuck around, radically welcoming to all.  
· Within 3 month, had 40 or so of those folks

· Because of Jason, recognizing his part in community

· Working to break down cultural barriers to Jesus.  

· What would that look like for you here at HC?

· Finding the person who visiting for first time, sitting by them.

· If involved in area serving, invite others to help you.

· Help to create a more welcoming niche for folks like you.

· College student, Single parents, Empty Nesters, Families with young kids, Young professionals, Older single
AS I THINK BACK TO JP’S EXPEREINCE HERE, THANKFUL THAT HAPPENED
· Honestly, so proud of the community here at HC for being such a place
· Think that, overall, we are doing a good job.
· The central question, in my mind is . . .
· How can we continue to become a church where those outside of faith can explore and experience God along with us?
· 219,000 folks in Twin Ports area who non-church going.

· I would love to see each of them come in to our community

· Feel radically welcomed and loved.

· Have opportunity to explore and experience Jesus.

· And have the kind of experience JP had.
Response ::  SLIDE Let’s take a few minutes to respond to God.
· Maybe you resonate with Cornelius today

· Had some experiences with God outside church.

· You would want to take a step toward Jesus today.

· Jesus, reveal yourself to me more fully.  

· I want what you offering.

· Maybe you’ve been hurt by institutional church in the past

· God would want to heal that today.

· Heal that in this community at HC.

· Be part of the solution of loving others who come.

· Maybe you recognize a bit judgmental toward a certain group.

· College students, punk rockers, people with tattoos, rich folks, traditional families, Liberals, Conservatives, 

· You want God to take that away, so not bitter & work for unity.

· Maybe you connect with this idea to be radically welcoming person / church

· Want to see those who consider outside faith, experience God.

· Those 219,000 folks experience in a real way.

· You want to be part of the solution here at HC.

· “God, how would you want to use me, in my life, in this church?”

Response

· We are going to take a few minutes to respond.  Here’s how.
· Start off with a time of reflection.

· One song, where it is just quite – reflect, pray.

· During reflection time, we are going to take our OFFERING.

· If you are part of Hillside Church, invite you to get ready

· Two compelling reasons why people give generously.

· To invest in what God is doing through our church.

· Surest way to financial blessing, through generous giving

· Then, after reflection time, songs begin, move to 

· Communion Stations  :Celebrate death, resurrection of Jesus, gives life.
· Confession Table  ::  Prayer requests, confessions.

· People to pray on the sides   ::  After the time of reflection, feel 

· After three songs, I will come back and dismiss us together.

· I want to invite our USHERS to come forward

· Invite you to get ready to give.

· WORSHIP BAND COME UP :

· PRAYER RESPONSE

· I want to help demonstrate your love to others by ME being generous

· I need you to break the power of materialism off of my life.

· I need you to help me break free from debt.

· Ushers take the offering during the quiet time.

· After 3 minutes Worship Leader invite to stand

· Sing through three songs

· After three songs (12:15 to 12:18) Lead Person closes

· Wow, this has been a fun Sunday.  Fun to see what God doing.  
· Thanks so much for being here at Hillside Church today.

· I look forward to seeing you again next week.

· Excited for THIS SERIES, hear what happens.   

· Please remember to drop off your CONNECTION SHEET at Info Table

· If you are here for the first time, pick up GIFT

· Blessing:  May you be radically generous this week.  
Questions for further thought and discussion:

1. What do you think coming to church feels like for those who consider themselves outside of faith?

2. Do you have friends who are non-churchgoing?  What’s their take?

3. Read Acts 10:1-43.  What do you notice?

4. What does Cornelius’ experience tell us about folks all around us?

5. What does God to in response to Cornelius’ sincere seeking?

6. God invited Peter to do two things (1) foster Cornelius spiritual journey (2) help connect Cornelius to healthy spiritual community.

a. How might we do the same with those around us?

b. Is there anyone you know that you could take initiate naturally to do this with?

7. What is God trying to do in Peter by way of the dream?

a. Are there judgments that Christians have toward those in the wider world that may prove to be a barrier for them coming?

b. How did God deal with Peter’s judgments?

c. How might God deal with our judgments?

8. What are two concrete things we talked about that we can do as people and as a community to be radically welcoming to folks outside faith?

a. (Keep Jesus the main thing and the center of our lives.)

b. (Help create a welcoming community by inviting others in, avoiding unnecessary church language and culture, and work for diversity).

9. How to you feel compelled to respond to all of this? 
