God’s door

left open

by David Young

“Behold, I have set before you a door which stands open
and no man shuts. . .” (Rev. 3: 8a).

T

he book of Revelation was written at a time
when the church faced heavy persecution
and was weakened just when they needed
strength. The particular church, Philadelphia, to
which the above portion of Scripture is addressed, is the
church that had stayed faithful when others had not.
They are known by their works. Even though they have
but little power, the message by their angel is that they
can make a positive impact.
I want to explore three vital aspects of this text. First,
God leaves the door open for the church faithful. Second,
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responding to this invitation, God calls the church to mission with others who can discover new life. Finally, no
matter how weak they feel, no matter the struggle they
face, there is victory for the faithful. Let us look at these
topics and how churches can discover new life.
First, God leaves the door open for the church faithful.
John writes, “I know that you have but little power, and
yet you have kept my word and have not denied my
name” (vs. 8b). In terms of John’s message to the church,
we all need inner strengthening to stay faithful to the
Word.
Daily prayer is a fertile time of being close to God, letting Scripture speak, praying to implement it in a situation that very day. Prayer is a time of resting, of hearing

God’s call, of becoming more sensitive to
people around us, receiving creative ideas,
seeking God’s forgiveness, finding a new
way, and resting deeply in God’s love and
grace. Prayer is that fertile time to keep our
churches fresh. In renewal we discover how
imperfect we are, that we have need for the
grace of Christ to pull us back.
The joy for us is that God leaves the
door open. God is ready to receive us.
Whenever we feel afraid or tired or discouraged, God is present, reaching out to us.
The message of Revelation for our denomination and all churches is the powerful
message of the Good News of the Risen
Lord. In the midst of the challenges we face
as the church today, for the church faithful, God leaves
the door open to us.
The second vital aspect of our text is the way Rev. 3: 8
goes even deeper. For the church, each congregation has
the invitation of the open door of God’s grace. There is a
certain risk in being faithful. The risk might be that we are
not good enough or we might falter or not know what all
this will mean if we respond to the open door. But the
outcome is deeply moving because in Rev. 3: 9 we find
that others will be drawn to the vibrant church.
Newcomers will witness what a church who receives
God’s love looks like.
Our family entered such a church this past winter. Due
to a miscalculation, we got to this church exactly at the
hour of worship. That was a challenge. We found the
sanctuary packed. Only the front seats were available. As
the service got underway, we were moved to hear them
talking about where God was leading them, and how
they were planning their next steps.
But renewal takes deep commitment. Even a church
that has entered into renewal may find some reluctant to
go along. I recall a man who waited two years to be part
of the church’s effort. Finally he accepted the invitation to
get involved, and his experience spoke to others and
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The joy for us is that God leaves the door open.
God is ready to receive us. Whenever we feel
afraid or tired or discouraged, God is present,
reaching out to us.

drew them in.
Congregations can be helped to discern a vision and
come up with steps to implement it. They can be guided
in identifying their strengths. They can discover how they
touch one another’s lives spiritually, look at their core values and identity, and discern a biblical passage to help
them clarify their vision and plan. The entire church can
work together to discern and fulfill its calling.
As the Scripture indicates, it takes a lot of faithfulness
to respond to that open door. I marvel at the personal challenges some face. Yet each of them continues on faithfully,
and their churches are doing marvelous things. In a telephone call, one pastor went on and on describing the new
ministries in his church, finally realizing at the end of the
conversation how many things were happening there.
Another part of discovering new energy can come
from examining the originating mission of a church. I am
absolutely thrilled and inspired when I read the histories
of some of our districts. Passion for mission is illustrated
by the story of the Bristolville (Ohio) Church of the
Brethren when a fire destroyed the church in 1943 while
extensive remodeling was underway. The debris was
cleaned out and a temporary roof put on. Services
resumed and were held until 1946. But the question arose
as to whether they should continue.
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Servant leadership listens deeply, uses spiritual
discernment to ask where God is leading, and
faithfully moves into discipleship.
The home mission board brought the problem to district conference, which supported the idea of supplying a
full-time pastor. They called D.E. Sower to the congregation. Within eight months, 13 new people had joined.
They decided to continue, but then faced the problem of
building a church during a time of inflated prices. The
mission board challenged the men of the district to
donate their labor, and contacted Wilbur Shoemaker, a
building contractor, to oversee the job. Shoemaker startled the men by saying that if they would support his
crew with plenty of help, he would have the building
under roof in one day.
The district history reads, “To the music of saw and
hammer, and with teamwork that was amazing, the structure literally grew before the almost unbelieving eyes of
all. Just as the shadows of evening fell, the building was
under roof and the sides were sheathed.” By the following Saturday, the building was completed.
This is the kind of work and commitment renewal
entails. That is the kind of energy seen today in churches
that enter into renewal.
Peter Steinke, in his book The Door Set Open, tells
about mission drift and the need to find course. He says,
“Mission is about God turning toward the world in Christ.
Mission is because God is a God of promise. God is trustworthy. God’s mission of love results in the defeat of
death, the transformation of lives, and the renewal of the
whole creation.”
Transformation continues as we discover and implement
a renewal plan. The plan often calls for strengthening the
very basic ministries of the church like youth, Sunday
school, or midweek ministry. Congregations are amazed
when they discover the resources within themselves to be
the church. But it takes time. One pastor speaks of church
renewal as “crock pot cooking, not microwave.”
The third aspect of our text is the crown. In Revelation,
John addresses those who have been faithful to hold onto
their crowns. In fact, he says he will make them pillars in
the temple of God. “I will write on him the name of my
God and the name of the city of God.” In Revelation, there
is the victory of the faithful.
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Emerging from the spiritual journey is the servant. As
Brethren, we know that as our feet are washed, our baptism
is renewed, and we are cleansed for service. In turn, we
kneel and wash the feet of others. As we serve others, helping them in this journey of renewal, we hold their needs in
trust; and then the servant is called into leadership. We lose
our lives so others may find life. Servant leadership listens
deeply, uses spiritual discernment to ask where God is leading, and faithfully moves into discipleship.
In Revelation 7:17 there is this beautiful passage on
the servant as leader: “And the lamb shall become the
shepherd and lead them by springs of living water.” For
us as Brethren, being a servant is at the heart of spiritual transformation. Those who serve will be called into
leadership, and they will help genuine spiritual formation
happen for others. Who of us have not benefited from
often silent servants who, without fanfare or desire for
reward, have brought us the knowledge of Christ? And
those springs of living water refresh us.
During a recent worship service, people in the congregation were invited to bring forward a lists of strengths
that God had given their members. They posted them on
the front wall of the sanctuary and dedicated them to God.
They invited people to tell of the servant leaders in their
own lives, and went on to explore key servant passages
in scripture. Then the pastor delivered a message on this
theme. They explored how they could take their God-given
strengths and go out and serve their community.
Sometimes we wonder where all those great figures in
the church have gone, and whether there are any of them
around anymore. I sense we have those men and woman
in the making among us today.
Today, the door stands open—not just ajar but wide
open—and invites us to be the church renewed. We can
but humbly, gratefully, respond to God’s invitation.
David Young is an ordained minister in the Church of the Brethren. He and his
wife, Joan, have developed a church renewal initiative called Springs of Living
Water. David is the author of numerous articles and four books, including
Springs of Living Water, Christ-Centered Church Renewal (Herald Press, 2008).
David and Joan will be leading an insight session at Annual Conference in St.
Louis this summer. For more information, visit www.churchrenewalservant.org.
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