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Last week I attended our synod bishop’s convocation. A couple times each 
year all the rostered leaders – the pastors and deacons – from the 
Northwest Washington Synod gather for worship, hearing from our bishop 
and other synod leaders, and this year we also heard from Elizabeth Eaton, 
the Presiding Bishop of our denomination, the Evangelical Lutheran Church 
in America. 

I was honestly a little star struck being with her – she’s brilliant and feisty 
and faithful and surprisingly hilarious. She’s a huge sports fan, especially for 
teams from Ohio, her home state. She talks a mile a minute and one minute 
has you in stiches laughing and the next minute in deep spiritual reflection. 
And amidst the sports references and jokes, one of the things Bishop Eaton 
said struck me to the core.  

She said, “When churches are engaged in ministry beyond themselves, they 
become a more lively and vital congregation. The most important words of 
the whole liturgy are ‘Go in Peace, Serve the Lord.’” 

I don’t know if the first Christian community used those words to end each 
of their worship services, but they sure did live out those words. Today we 
heard about the first Christian church in our reading from Acts chapter 2. 
Those first believers did what we do in worship: they devoted themselves to 
teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. But they 
also were engaged in ministry beyond themselves: “All who believed were 
together and had all things in common; they would sell their possessions 
and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need.” This made 
their faith community so vital and lively that Luke, the writer of Acts, says 
“day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved.” 

Presiding Bishop Eaton is right. “When churches are engaged in ministry 
beyond themselves, they become a more lively and vital congregation. The 

most important words of the whole liturgy are ‘Go in Peace, Serve the 
Lord.’” 

Our congregation has recently been invited to consider a particular ministry 
beyond ourselves that truly would have us live out those words of our 
liturgy. The Interfaith Coalition of Whatcom County, which we support in so 
many other ways, has asked our church to serve as a host congregation for a 
new ministry called Family Promise to support homeless families in 
Whatcom County. 

Family Promise is a national organization in 200 communities in the United 
States, including in Skagit County, that works with faith communities to 
provide temporary housing for homeless families so that parents and 
children aren’t split up to stay in homeless shelters. For four weeks out of 
the year, about one week each season, churches like ours use Sunday School 
classrooms and Fellowship Halls to host guest families to eat dinner, to 
sleep, and to have breakfast so that they don’t need to sleep outside or in 
their cars in order to stay together.  

On those 28 nights a year, there are no more than 14 guests each night who 
stay in the church building, and there are always 2 church members who 
stay in separate rooms in the church overnight so guests are not in the 
church alone. Guests are transported to the church by a Family Promise van 
around 5:30 p.m. each night, they sleep on cots provided by Family Promise, 
then leave no later than 7:00 a.m. the next day in the van so children can go 
to school and parents can go to work or to the day center that Family 
Promise provides. At the day center there are showers, laundry, computers, 
and a case worker who helps parents find jobs if needed as well as secure, 
stable housing. Like all of Interfaith Coalition’s housing programs, homeless 
families are enormously successful in achieving permanent, stable housing 
when they have a place to land and get their feet on the ground. And secure 
housing changes everything else about their lives. 

I can imagine there might be concerns about having homeless people in our 
building – perhaps some of us have visions of people stealing or destroying 
church property. But here’s the thing: these are usually families with two or 
three kids who are exhausted and want only to do what families with homes 
do – eat dinner together, help their kids do their homework, and put them 
to bed in a safe place. These families are screened by the Opportunity 



Council and have to agree to the rules set by the program and the church, or 
they aren’t allowed back. 

If our church council votes in June to become a Family Promise host 
congregation, we have 2 other congregations who have offered to support 
us. Zion Lutheran Church will provide 2 nights of overnight hosts and meals, 
and United Church of Ferndale will provide 2 nights of overnight hosts and 
meals. That leaves only 3 nights each week that we host, only 12 nights a 
year, that our church would be responsible for overnight hosts and meals. 
Together our 3 churches can serve the 1 in 26 Whatcom County school 
children who are currently homeless, and just as importantly, our 
congregations can become more lively and vital when we engage in ministry 
beyond ourselves. 

In our gospel today, Jesus describes himself as a shepherd. The shepherd is 
the one who protects and saves the sheep and through him the sheep can 
come in and go out and find pasture. Through him they can find abundant 
life. Jesus contrasts this with the thief who comes only to steal, kill, and 
destroy. 

Maybe we have a vision in our head of a satanic thief or some other 
personification of evil. But the thief isn’t a devil with horns and pitchfork. 
The thief is our doubt, our wariness, our distrust. The thief tells us we can’t 
do it, that there isn’t enough to go around. That we don’t have enough 
people or resources to provide housing for Family Promise, that we won’t be 
able to raise enough funds in a capital campaign for a building remodel and 
expansion. The thief keeps us from experiencing what Jesus said he came 
for: “I have come that they may have life, and have it abundantly.” 

Jesus is the gate that offers abundance. The thief tries to keep the gate of 
abundance locked. But we do not belong to the thief. We belong to Jesus 
Christ. And Jesus came that we might have abundant life – more than we 
currently do and more than we can even imagine. 

God has given us a clear mission: We live in Christ and share his love with all 
people. And whatever God calls us to, God equips us for. Christ Lutheran 
Church, we have a shepherd who is promising us abundance. Don’t let the 
thief steal that abundance away. For our call is to go in peace and serve the 
Lord. Thanks be to God. Amen. 
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