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As I put notes in the order of worship about a possible Membership Inquiry class, this past 

couple of weeks, I found myself thinking back to the first family that ever joined a church I was 

serving.  It was about twenty years ago, the family had started to attend that church just shortly 

after I arrived, but they had no background in church life.  They hadn’t grown up in churches.  

They hadn’t attended when their children were smaller.  They were just now coming into what it 

meant to be a part of a church, and they were exploring whether or not they wanted to become 

members of the church.  We had some conversations about various things, explored different 

questions, but then, just before they were making the final decision to join the church, the father 

in the family asked me a question that just floored me.  “We really do want to join,” he said, “it 

feels right, to us, to become members of this church.”  “But before we do,” he went one, “we 

need to know what we are committing to.  So, what are the dues?” 

 

I didn’t, at first at least, know what to do with that.  As a lifelong church attendee, and son of a 

Congregational Minister, it took me a second to even grasp what he was asking.  But, then I 

realized what he was thinking.  He thought there was a membership fee.  He expected that there 

would be a minimum contribution – a preset level of giving to the church – that would be 

required of anyone who made the decision to join.  He assumed there would be dues for this 

membership.  I, of course, explained that this wasn’t how it worked.  I spoke of stewardship and 

giving.  But, in the 20 years that has passed, I have never forgotten that conversation because it 

was such a stark experience of the way our societal understanding of paying for everything that 

has a benefit to us can so dramatically clash with the Biblical message of grace. 

 

You’ve all heard the phrase – “There ain’t no such thing as a free lunch.”  It’s one of the great 

and early lessons we learn in life.  Interestingly, it turns out the phrase actually seems to emerge 

from the 19th century practice of saloon owners who would leave out free food in order to entice 

people to come in, only to more than recoup the cost of that food in the beverages they sold.  

But, the principle is one that carries through most every corner and aspect of our lives.  We all 

know, full well, that there’s no such thing as getting something for nothing. 

• If you want that free recliner that comes with that living room set, you’re going to pay 

double the fair price for loveseat in order to get it. 
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• If you want those two free nights in a 5 star Vegas hotel, you’re going to spend 3 hours 

trapped in a small dining room as they try to hard-sell the timeshare they’re pitching. 

• If you want that minimum $3,000 their offering on the $500 car you’re trading in, you’re 

going to pay $2,500 more for the new car than you would without it.  

 

I could go on all morning.  It doesn’t matter if it is buying a car, furnishing a house, taking a 

vacation, or any of a million other things, there is no one in this room that isn’t fully versed in 

the truth that, despite marketing tactics and sales gimmicks, there simply ain’t no such thing as a 

free lunch!  And, that’s precisely the problem we run into in the life of the church and the 

understanding of our faith. 

 

Just consider the Biblical stories we shared this morning – stories that are likely familiar to some.  

The first story I read takes place while Jesus is leaving Jericho.  He was well into his ministry at 

this point, and crowds would gather around him and follow him whenever he was in these 

populated regions.  So, you get this image of Jesus emerging from the city walls of Jericho and 

heading down the road with this large procession of people gathered around him.  Trying to hear 

what he says and learn from his teaching, people were crowding Jesus on every step when, over 

on the side of the road these two men start crying out, “Lord, Son of David, have mercy on us!”  

As was so often the case in these situations, the crowd (principally, probably, the Disciples), 

immediately started to shush them.  ‘Be quiet!  Let him talk.  Don’t bother him!’  But, the 

rebukes just made them call out even louder, “Lord, Son of David, have mercy on us!”  Jesus 

stops, engages the men, they plead for their sight, and they are healed. 

 

The second story was Jairus.  Here we have an official from one of local synagogues – a group 

that generally opposed Jesus – whose young daughter is dying.  He hears that Jesus is in the 

region and rushes out to speak with him.  As they meet you get this powerful representation of 

the position this synagogue leader is willing to take in the face of Jesus.  He drops to his knees 

and falls to Jesus’ feet.  You get the picture of him pressing his head down on the feet of Jesus as 

he cries out, “My little daughter is dying. Please come and put your hands on her so that she will 

be healed and live.”  Once again, those pesky Disciples and other followers try to get in the way.  

‘Jairus, she’s already dead.  Let it go man.  Don’t keep going with this.’  But, Jairus presses on – 

as does Jesus.  They come to his home and find the mourning and grief going full steam, and 

some even laugh at Jesus as they see him head inside to ‘heal’ this girl who’s already dead.  Yet, 

he does! 

 

And finally, in the midst of that story, there was the story of the hemorrhaging woman.  I love 

this one.  Here Jesus has already been pulled away from whatever he was doing in order to make 

his way to the home of Jairus and heal his daughter, and part of the crowd was this woman 

who’d been ill for years.  She’d seen the doctors, she’d done everything she could, and she just 

kept getting sicker and sicker.  But, here’s Jesus, and she believes in all of her heart that he can 

be the answer – that he can be her healing.  She doesn’t even think she needs to bother him – she 

doesn’t even think she needs to take his time.  ‘If only I can as much as touch his cloak,’ she 

believes, ‘I will be healed.’  You can imagine a woman who has been this sick, for this long – 

how weak and frail she must have been.  You can imagine the challenge it would have been, for 

her to press through this crowd and fight her way to the side of Jesus.  But, she does it.  She 

battles the crowds and pushes her way through.  She gets bumped, and bruised, and pushed, and 
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shoved until she gets just within reach of Jesus, stretches out her arm, just grazes the side of his 

robe, and in a single heartbeat, the bleeding stopped.  Feeling the power drawn from his body, 

Jesus confronts the woman, she tells him the story, and he replies, “Daughter, your faith has 

healed you. Go in peace and be freed from your suffering.” 

 

Three stories of the miracles of Jesus.  Three stories in which people longed for the ministry of 

Jesus, sought out the love of Jesus, and reached for his healing touch in their life.  And, three 

stories of Jesus responding with his healing grace.  But, do you notice what’s missing?  Do you 

notice what isn’t there in these stories?  Do you notice what we would expect in 21st century 

America that has no part in the miracle of Christ?  Do you notice that nowhere, no way, no how, 

does Jesus ask them what they did to earn it? 

• When those two men cry out from the side of the street in Jericho, Jesus doesn’t ask them 

what synagogue they’ve been attending. 

• When Jairus falls to Jesus’ feet and pleads for the life of his daughter, Jesus doesn’t 

respond by asking him how much he contributed to the temple last year. 

• When that bleeding woman reached out and touched Jesus’ cloak he didn’t turn around 

and ask her for a statement of faith. 

• When these individuals, and so many others in Scripture, reached out to Jesus in longing 

and in need, Jesus didn’t reply by questioning their doctrine, examining their lifestyles, 

recording their participation in a faith community, or in any other way analyzing how 

they lived, worked, played, spoke, dressed, gave, served, slept, ate, or anything else. 

• When these individuals, and so many others in Scripture, reached out to Jesus in longing 

and in need, Jesus replied by ministering to that need. 

• When they reached out to Jesus – he reached back!  It really was that simple. 

 

Benjamin Warfield, who was a noted theologian and professor at Princeton Seminary in the early 

20th century, said that ‘Grace is a free sovereign favor to the ill-deserving.’  I’m not sure there is 

any base concept of which we lose sight more frequently, in our faith, than that. 

 

We live in a society in which there ain’t no such thing as a free lunch.  We live our entire lives 

learning, and re-learning, the foundational truth that everything comes at a cost.  And, then we 

bring that mindset, that understanding, into the life of the church and the realm of our faith, and 

we suddenly start talking about pre-requisites of faith.  Do we have the right theology?  Do we 

have the right behavior?  Do we have the right background?  Do we have the right education?  

Do we have the right understanding?  In some cases, do we have the hair, make-up, clothes, 

children, house, car, accent or rap sheet to be a part of the church as a child of God?  Do we 

‘measure up’ to whatever standards we’ve decided are important to us?  Or, if you’ll allow me to 

rephrase that into what it really means, ‘Do we measure up to what it takes to be loved by God?’ 

 

Do you hear how crazy that sounds?  “Grace is a free sovereign favor to the ill-deserving.”  

God’s love isn’t earned.  The grace of Jesus isn’t merited.  The comfort and healing of the Holy 

Spirit in our lives isn’t deserved.  It doesn’t matter if we are questioning our own worthiness, or 

questioning the worthiness of others, because the absurdity is equal in both.  We live in a society 

in which there ain’t no such thing as a free lunch, but, we are a part of a faith in which there is.  

We are part of a faith in which there are no perquisites, no merit, and no cost – at least to us.  

Because, we are a part of a faith that is grounded in the one who never asked for doctrine, 
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questioned history, or sought proof of commitment.  We are part of a faith grounded in the one 

who, each and every time he saw someone reaching out, reached back without hesitation, 

without equivocation, and without condition. 

 

So, the next time you look in the mirror, and you find yourself questioning whether or not that 

person you see deserves God’s love.  Remember these stories, and be reminded that, no matter 

the circumstance or situation, the moment they reached out for the love of Jesus, there was 

simply nothing else that mattered, and he reached back!  
 


