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Something amazing happened in this room a few minutes ago. Did you feel it? It 

was right after Cory invited you to greet your neighbor. And all of you looked a 

little tentative at first and then you took the plunge, extended a hand, risked a 

smile and a moment of engagement with the stranger in the next seat. And 

suddenly this room was alive with the energy of good will, and warmth, and 

fellowship.  

 

That’s what I want to talk about today, the feeling we get when we are together at 

our best, when we dare to put our faith into action in the form of gratitude and 

welcome toward our friends and neighbors and guests in this church. Because I 

want that feeling all the time. I want that feeling when I step through the doors, 

and when I sit down in the church, and when I sing the hymns. I want that feeling 

when I show up for a committee meeting or a lecture or a picnic. I want this 

church to be a place of warmth and welcome everywhere, all the time. And that 

warmth and welcome, that feeling that I and you and you are at home here, that 

is fruit and flower of a thriving fellowship.  

 

I suspect that All Souls has historically been a little uncomfortable with too much 

talk about “fellowship.” For example, instead of “fellowship hour” after church 

service, we at All Souls gather for “coffee hour.” This perhaps appeals to the 

caffeine addicted NYC culture, but it does leave us all a little perplexed come the 

summer months when “coffee hour” tends to prominently feature iced tea. As you 

all will note looking over to the wall, this hall is called “Reidy Friendship Hall.” 

Somehow, though, I always forget and call this room “fellowship hall.” That is 

what the big room was called at the Christian church I grew up in, Bethel 



Lutheran out in Cupertino, California. I guess calling this room “fellowship hall” 

reminds me of what I cherished about that church, and why I came back to 

church as an adult. Granted, a different sort of church, but church none the less.  

 

Fellowship is something that Christian churches have given a lot of thought to. 

The key bible verse is from the book of Acts Chapter 2, describing the very 

earliest gatherings of the Jesus movement in the first decades after Jesus’ death. 

This passage is often subtitled “The Fellowship of the Believers”. It goes: 

They devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and to the 

fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone was 

filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done 

by the apostles. All the believers were together and had everything 

in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to 

anyone as he had need. Every day they continued to meet together 

in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate 

together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying 

the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number 

daily those who were being saved. 

 

Now, this is a beautiful scene. They are eating together, and working together, 

and in addition something more, having fellowship together. The verse says they 

“were together, and had everything in common.” Each is equal in this fellowship, 

and each is equally welcome. And most importantly, these early believers came 

together intentionally, with a particular focus of spirit and of will.  

 

Did these early believers like each other? Did they get along? Did they have any 

interests or experiences in common, beyond their faith and hope in a message of 

love and salvation? I don’t know. The verse doesn’t say they  had friendship. It 

says they had fellowship. Now don’t get me wrong. I think “friendship hall” 

sounds quite nice, and I am happy to have found a warm and friendly feeling 

here, and even some friendships. But I think that “friend” is a limited way of 

thinking about how we connect with each other here in our church community. 



You may have friends here, and if you do, that’s an extra bonus. But I believe that 

a religious community must be more than overlapping circles of friendship. A 

religious community, a community that supports and sustains its members, 

needs to be founded in a relationship that embraces all, a relationship that does 

not depend on my individual affinities or preferences. That relationship is what 

we call “fellowship.”  

 

One thing that jumps out at me in the passage from Acts is the focus on eating. 

They are breaking bread together. And in the days before catering and take out, 

they are cooking for each other and feeding each other as well. Fellowship begins 

in hospitality. Hence, our so-called coffee hour, with its coffee and coffee cake. 

But food and drink are really just metaphors for a deeper experience of 

hospitality. When everyone feels welcome in body and in spirit, when everyone 

feels that their physical and social and emotional needs will be recognized and 

taken seriously, then a greater relationship can take root and grow.  

 

So it is a good sign that we have chosen to focus first on hospitality in 

implementing our new strategic plan. The Strategic Plan calls specifically for 

improving the welcoming process for guests and newcomers on Sundays. I think 

this is important work, and as an usher and free-lance greeter and welcomer I 

support this effort with enthusiasm. The ministers and staff and volunteers on 

welcome teams can provide all kinds of welcoming services. But with all the focus 

on plans and teams and implementations, it’s easy to lose sight of the bigger 

hospitality picture. It can’t just be a job or a banner or a team or a pamphlet. 

Each one of us must take it on ourselves to contribute to a congregational spirit of 

hospitality. Each of us must rise to the task of creating meaningful fellowship in 

this religious community. 

 

So where do we start? How about where we started today with our greeting each 

other. The first spark of fellowship is that moment, something I hope each of you 

experienced just now, when eyes meet and our hearts touch to say “I see you.” 

This is spiritual welcome, a basic human gesture of openness and kindness and 



recognition.  It’s a profound moment, really: nothing but you and the other, each 

fully committed to the moment of recognizing the one in front of you. And I think 

this simple act of mutual human recognition is at the heart of fellowship.  

 

So it’s really not so hard. It’s not mysterious or beyond our normal capacities. 

Each one of us can do it. This is Welcome, ground zero. Right here in each one of 

these seats.  

 

Cory’s sermon three weeks ago on the topic of social hospitality challenged this 

congregation to put our religious ideals to work here and now, in this place. Let 

me refresh your recollection of his words. He said: 

The call of liberal religion is not simply to craft inspiring ideals; it is 

to engraft those ideals into actual, inspiring places. It is building a 

religious community, constructing the world we wish to have right 

here, in between these four walls.  

This is what we need to remind ourselves and each other:  When we put our 

liberal religious faith into action, this will be the kind of community we wish for. 

Being welcoming, being open, embracing each other in fellowship is not 

something to add on to our religion. Fellowship is the practice of living our 

religion together, with each other in religious community. 

 

Fellowship is not always easy. Fellowship calls us to care for each other, to extend 

a spirit of acceptance and support and, dare I say, love to one another. Even when 

we don’t want to. Yes, this will stretch us. This will challenge us. But this will also 

feel really good.  

 

Maybe that’s more than you signed up for this morning. It is a lot easier to just 

drop in, hear some nice music and a diverting sermon, eat a slice of Entenman’s. 

OK, I confess, I’ve done it too. Even though there’s no ticket window outside, 

sometimes it’s tempting to approach this worship service as just another weekend 

entertainment.  

 



Yet despite the theatrical trappings, all of us known church isn’t a show. Church 

is something different from Lincoln Center or the movie theater or the 92 Street 

Y. And it’s not because of the pews or the robes or the pulpits and flowers. Church 

is precious and unique because it is at church that we can find something more 

than what’s on offer at Ticketmaster. Something like: Love, acceptance, embrace, 

support. Deep down inside, isn’t that what we are yearning for? Isn’t that why we 

are here?  

 

But there’s a catch: that profound communal experience of love and acceptance 

that I am calling “fellowship” won’t happen if we wait around for someone else to 

do it. Fellowship isn’t a performance that you can sit back and watch, or a service 

that someone else can provide. Ministers and trustees and worship associates and 

ushers have a part to play, but they can’t make fellowship for us. We create 

fellowship when each one of us commits to do the welcoming, to do the caring, to 

do the loving. This is not a project we can delegate to committees or specialists. 

This has to be an all-in effort.  

 

So how can each of us contribute to the atmosphere of welcome and acceptance? 

Phrases like “living our faith” make it sound a little overwhelming. So I say start 

small. Here’s one thing so easy to do, you may not even notice once you’ve done 

it. Wear a nametag.  

 

Yikes. Did I saw “wear a nametag”? Somebody noticed my nametag the other day 

and joked that All Souls seems to view nametags as potentially infectious. Yeah, I 

get it, you don’t want to wear them. But I’m asking you, pleading with you, to 

reconsider. First off, I really want to recognize you by your name. Help me out! 

And I suspect many others would be relieved if we had fewer of those painful 

moments when you pretend you can’t see someone else because you can’t 

remember their name and you feel embarrassed. Be honest. How many people do 

you recognize in this room? And of those, how many names do you remember or 

even know in the first place? So do you really think everybody else knows your 

name?  



 

But wearing a nametag is more than just a way of being considerate of other 

people’s limited memories. A nametag puts everyone on equal footing, longtime 

members and first time visitors alike. Wearing this little plastic badge is an 

incredible act of kindness and generosity toward the new comer and the stranger. 

And what I like best about the nametag, the most powerful feature of this 

innocuous looking piece of plastic, is this: Nametags make it exponentially easier 

to meet and to connect with those you sort of know and those you don’t know at 

all. In this way, nametags help everyone to be more friendly and open. It is as if 

the nametag is sending out a silent message: “Yes. I am here because I want to be 

with you, whomever you may be. I want to meet you. I welcome you to me.”  

 

Here’s the bottom line: a nametag is an invitation. And we need to be inviting 

each other a lot more: inviting into conversation, inviting into community, 

inviting into fellowship. That’s how we get connected here, how we move from 

little colliding atoms to a larger organic whole. 

 

For many of us, myself included, the skills of inviting and welcoming and 

connecting don’t come easy. Modern living, especially here in New York City, has 

taught us to look out for ourselves, to be mistrustful and closed. We come here to 

All Souls to learn some new habits of the heart. It’s difficult at first. Like 

everything worth doing, the spiritual work of welcome and fellowship takes 

practice. We can teach each other how to be more welcoming, how to be more 

grateful, how to be more caring. We can support each other as we seek to grow in 

our spirit and in our fellowship. And with practice, the work of welcoming and 

caring for  and appreciating each other gets easier.  



 

We are so fortunate to have this beautiful building and amazing ministers and an 

energetic and enthusiastic congregation. But we want more. We want our church 

is to be a sustaining and affirming community, a truly living church. Fellowship is 

the blood and the breath. It won’t just happen magically. It needs our intention 

and our effort and our hard work. But we commit ourselves to building this 

church because it’s worth it.  

 

This is the only paradise we’ll know, the one we make here and now. Let us truly 

be a congregation of open minds and open hearts. Let us work to embrace one 

another in a spirit of welcome. Let us be kind and tender, each to the other. 

Linger here, risk a touch or an invitation, give of yourself eagerly and generously. 

Fellowship is here: we are the ones who make it.  

 

 


