Communion Homily for IJM National Prayer Conference (2005)

Introduction: Remembering


In the church my mother attends, the communion table is a lovely piece of dark wood furniture, and it is engraved across the front with a phrase from I Cor 11:

“Do this in remembrance of Me.”


We’ve already been talking a good bit this weekend about remembering. We have seen how God wants us to remember the prisoners, to remember the weak, to remember orphans and widows and all those who are oppressed. Remembering is important.


And an important part of what we do here--in communion--is remembering. This sacrament calls us to pause and to consider, to meditate, to take some time and intentionally tune our minds to remember the Lord. We are called through this sacrament to remember His life, and especially to remember His death, and all that that death accomplished for us. We have an opportunity this morning to corporately remember together.


And what I’d like us to do is to focus our memories by examining together one particular attribute of God that has become very precious to me as I have considered and prayed for the mission and work of IJM. And that attribute of God is this: that God is a God who visits us. So, during this holy time of communion, I hope to help us remember together the God who is the God who visits us. 

The scriptures give us very encouraging answers to questions like: How does God visit us? Why does God visit us? And, What does His visitation accomplish in our lives? We’re going to look at questions like these this morning. But before I take you to the scriptures, I want to explain why I think it is so particularly important for you and me—as co-laborers in this work of God called the Int’l Justice Mission—to understand what it means to visit. I believe it is critical for all believers to understand what it means to visit, but it’s especially crucial for all of us at IJM supporters to understand what it means to visit. I say this because God has given us a little verse in the book of James that summarizes His expectations of us as His followers. And it is a verse that is especially important to Christians who are active in the works of justice and mercy. The verse I’m referring to is James 1:27. It reads:

27Pure and undefiled religion (A)in the sight of our God and Father is this: to (B)visit (C)orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by (D)the world.

This is quite a power-packed verse. It answers a very large question – what does God consider pure religion? – with a very short response: pure religion is to visit widows and orphans in their distress and keep oneself unstained by the world.


If pure religion that God accepts is to visit widows and orphans in their distress, then it seems like it is quite important to know what it means to visit.

Visiting as Rescue


We learn what it means to visit by examining what the scriptures tell us about how and why God visits us, and what that visitation accomplishes.



The word “visit” in the Bible connotes several meanings, but this morning I just want to draw your attention to two.


The first is the idea of visiting as rescue and redemption.

One of the earliest uses of the word visit in the scriptures comes in Exodus chapter 3, in the context of the Israelites’ oppression as slaves in the land of Egypt. In verse 16, God says to Moses:

16Go, and gather the elders of Israel together, and say unto them, The LORD God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob, appeared unto me, saying, I have surely visited you, and seen that which is done to you in Egypt: 
   17And I have said, I will bring you up out of the affliction of Egypt unto the land of the Canaanites, and the Hittites, and the Amorites, and the Perizzites, and the Hivites, and the Jebusites, unto a land flowing with milk and honey. 


In this text, we see that God’s visitation involves awareness and investigation—He says that He has visited the Israelites and seen how they are being treated by their slave masters. So there’s a “seeing” that is part of His visitation. And if we consider the passage as a whole in context, we recognize that there is also a “hearing” that is part of visitation, for in verse 7 God says that He has heard the cries of the slaves. So visiting involves investigation, exposure, awareness. But God’s visitation doesn’t just stop with awareness and knowledge – it then moves to action. Because I have visited you, God says, because I have seen your affliction and heard your groaning, I will bring you up out of your slavery. I will intervene! I will rescue! I will deliver you from slavery in the land of Egypt to freedom and new life in the promised land that flows with milk and honey.


God’s willingness to visit us and to rescue us is so evident in this passage. It is a promise from God that we are to cling to. The psalmist in Psalm 106 is someone who clings to God’s promise to visit. He cries out in verse 4, 

4Remember me, O LORD, in Your (F)favor toward Your people;
         Visit me with Your salvation.

And Joseph, the ancient patriarch, is commended in Hebrews 11 specifically for his faith in God as a God of visitation. Hebrews 11 is of course the great “heroes’ chapter of the Bible. And we could think of a number of things that Joseph did for which he could be commended—this was a man of great integrity, a man that God used to save thousands of people from famine, a man with the spiritual gift of interpreting dreams. But none of those things were what Joseph is commended for in Hebrews 11. He is commended, instead, for his faith in God as a God of visitation. In Hebrews 11:22 we read: “By faith Joseph, when his end was near, spoke about the exodus of the Israelites from Egypt and gave instructions about his bones.” It’s a strange little verse, but it becomes clearer when we go back to the text it is referring to, which is found in Genesis chapter 50, verses 22-26: “And Joseph said to his brethren, “I am dying; but God will surely visit you, and bring you out of this land to the land of which He swore to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob.”  And Joseph made the sons of Israel swear an oath and said: “Surely God will visit you and then you must carry my bones up from this place.”

Joseph wanted his coffin to remain unburied in Egypt, because he believed in faith that God would one day visit the Israelites in the land of Egypt, and intervene on their behalf to deliver them from Egypt and take them to the promised land. And Joseph wanted his remains to be carried along with the Jews back to Israel.

The God that we remember here at the communion table is a God who visits His people, to redeem them. Now, you may be thinking that thus far I have spoken only of the God of the Old Testament. But Jesus, too, is a God who visits. We see this explicitly in the opening chapter of the gospel of Luke.

Jesus visits us in the incarnation, in the form of a baby. But He is no mere baby. And the old man Simeon, who the scriptures say was someone who was “waiting the consolation of Israel,” takes a look at baby Jesus and breaks into song in Luke 1:

68”Blessed be the Lord God of Israel; for he hath visited and redeemed his people, 

   69And hath raised up a horn of salvation for us in the house of his servant David.” 

Simeon knows that Jesus is a God who visits us to redeem us, to rescue us. Later in his song of adoration, in verses 78-79, he exclaims that the “dayspring from on high has visited us, to give light to them that sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.”


My friends, when God tells us through his servant James that “pure religion before God is that you visit widows and orphans in their distress,” He is not talking about carrying a plate of cookies to the nursing home. He is talking about rescuing those widows and orphans in their distress and oppression—He is talking about the very work that IJM is doing around the world! The Jesus whom we remember and worship as we gather around this communion table is the Jesus whom we join out there in the world in His work of visitation.

Visit as Imparting Life

The word visit is also used in the scriptures not only to convey the idea of rescue, but also to convey the notion of imparting life. 


In I Samuel 2:21, God “visits” barren Hannah—and the result is that she is enabled to have five children. You’ll recall that God had graciously given Hannah the gift of a son, Samuel, whom she dedicated back to the Lord. God has more that He wants to do for barren Hannah, and so He “visits” her and she conceives new life. The visitation of God imparts life!


Even more dramatic is the story of Jesus and the raising of the widow of Nain’s son, told in Luke 7. Jesus and his disciples have entered the town of Nain. A funeral procession is coming out of Nain – a young man has died and is mourned by his widowed mother. Jesus looks at them, and, moved with compassion, tell the widow not to cry. Then He puts His hands on the coffin and commands, “Young man, I say to you, get up!” And sure enough, the coffin opens, the dead boy sits up alive, and the crowds are “filled with awe.” Then, Luke tells us, the crowd began shouting and praising God. And what did they say? “Surely God has visited us! Surely God has visited us!” They knew that God had visited them because life was imparted to the dead.


There is a type of living death that victims of on-going oppression experience. Girls in brothels have to “shut down” in order to survive being raped again and again, day after day. They have to become numb. There is a death of dreams that occurs among victims of on-going, unjust imprisonment. Normal life has been stolen from them; their plans and aspirations are thwarted because they are stuck, rotting away in a darkened jail cell. There is a barrenness and a dullness and a deadness that threatens to engulf bonded slaves who day after day, year and year, toil in grinding, exhausting manual labor breaking up rocks in quarries or carrying bricks in brick kilns or rolling cigarettes on dirt floors.


God wants these children in brothels, these men in prison, these women in bonded slavery to know a much different life. Jesus has come as the dayspring on high to bring light to them who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death. God the Father and Jesus the Son want to visit these people, rescue them, and impart new life to them. He touched that which was barren in Hannah and made it fruitful. He wants to touch these people and bring them healing, re-creation, newness of life. He wants them to experience color where all was only gray. He wants them to be freed from emotional dullness and able to feel genuine joy and pleasure and safety and belonging and nurture. He wants to visit them and impart life to them.


So this, too, becomes part of our call as we heed the injunction of James 1:27 to “visit widows and orphans in their distress.” It is why IJM’s work of aftercare is so crucial; it’s why Lamont’s work with Justice for Children International is so important. Visiting first involves rescue and then involves healing, restoration, and the impartation of new life.

Visiting as Visited Ones

The scriptures have given us a plain mandate: visit orphans and widows in their distress. I hope that we’ve learned a little more this morning about what that really means. But let me close by saying something that perhaps is obvious, but nonetheless bears stating. It is this. If we are to be faithful and effective visitors to those who are hurting, we need first to be visited ones. 

We must first receive the visitation of God in order to join Him in His work of visiting the poor and oppressed. I need to personally taste Jesus rescuing me and imparting life to me, in order for me to have something to offer to others. I need rescuing from my own selfishness and the smallness of my world. I need to know and taste what genuine abundant life is in the midst of my culture that so celebrates the trivial and the transient. I live in a culture that says this life is all there is, so indulge yourself now, look out for Number One. In such a culture, I need a faith like Joseph’s, a faith that knows that God is a God of visitation and that looks forward to the final Day of Visitation when Jesus the King will return usher in a new and much better world. It’s that future hope in eternal life in a world without suffering that can sustain me in living a sacrificial life here that engages in the suffering of the oppressed and spends itself to do the hard work of visiting – the work of rescue and imparting life. I cannot do such work apart from God visiting me. We cannot sustain such work apart from God visiting us.

And so come. Come to this table, remembering Jesus, knowing Jesus is waiting here to meet you, to visit you. He says, “take eat, this is my body.” He says, come and feed on Me, ingest my life, my power, my passion that you might be filled up to overflowing, and then serve in my Kingdom in the strength that I provide you. He says to us, little flock, do not try to visit others until you have let Me visit you.  He says, “I am here to meet with you.” Let us meet Him, let be visited by Him that we might be His visitors in a world of people who are in desperate need of visitation.

Thank you very much.
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