
  In a book called Craddock Stories Fred Craddock, a seminary professor  
from Atlanta, tells about the first church he served in the eastern hills of 
Tennessee, near the Oak Ridge Laboratory. When Oak Ridge was first 
built, the little Tennessee town where he served was suddenly overrun by 
construction workers who lived in hastily assembled trailer parks. 
Craddock writes, 
After church one Sunday morning I asked the leaders to stay. I said to 
them, "Now we need to launch a calling campaign and an invitational 
campaign in all those trailer parks to invite those people to church." "Oh, I 
don't know. I don't think they'd fit in here," one of them said. "They're just 
here temporarily, just construction people. They'll be leaving pretty soon." 
"Well, we ought to invite them, make them feel at home," I said. 
We argued about it, time ran out, and we said we'd vote next Sunday. 
Next Sunday, we all sat down after the service. "I move," said one of them, 
"I move that in order to be a member of this church, you must own 
property in the county." Someone else said, "I second that." It passed. I 
voted against it, but they reminded me that I was just a kid preacher and I 
didn't have a vote (p. 28). 
            Years later Craddock and his wife Nettie went back to visit  
that little church in eastern Tennessee. A new interstate highway had 
been built through that part of the state, so they had trouble finding it, but 
finally. there it was. But the building was different. Craddock writes, 
The parking lot was full-motorcycles and trucks and cars packed in there. 
And out front, a great big sign: Barbecue, all you can eat. It's a restaurant, 
so we went inside. The pews are against a wall. They have electric lights 
now, and the organ pushed over into the corner. There are all these white 
plastic tables and plastic read and white checkered table cloths, and 
people sitting there eating barbecued pork and chicken and ribs-all kinds 
of people. . I said to Nettie, "It's a good thing this is not still a church, 
otherwise these people couldn't be in here"  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Jesus says to us today: I know you are little,  
but I have set before you an open door. 
 
Did you know we were having trouble with our door?  With our front door? 
 
The trouble is, it sticks…., it won’t open….at least not to an average mortal 
effort. 
 
It takes a strong shoulder and a big body slammed against it to break it 
free. 
 
Some of you know that… 
 
On the Sunday we were worshipping in the gym, you were out there, 
trying to get in…the door was shut tight. 
 
I’m sorry for that. 
 
It’s a bad feeling wanting to get in, and being shut out by a closed, 
unyielding door. 
 
I remember lining up before the closed doors of the Wells Elementary 
School cafeteria, waiting to get in. 
While we waited, some of us were whispering, scheming. 
 
When Miss Atkinson opened the door, we race walked, stiff legged over 
the green asbestos tile along the green cinder block wall….to get to the 
milk cooler. 
 
We picked up the little half pint cartons, and examined them carefully, 
before choosing one to put on our tray. 
 
We weren’t looking for an expiration date… 
as far as I know there was no expiration date. 
 
We were looking for a number. 
 
Underneath the back flap of the folded carton, the one that says “Open 
other end” there was a number in a little red circle….one of two 
numbers… 
 
Either the number 2 or the number 12. 
 
I have no idea what the number stood for…but that doesn’t matter. 



 
What mattered was which was going to be the number of choice for the 
day. 
 
Our little clacking clique decided that in our secret scheming…we’d keep 
it quiet….find the right number carton, get our tray, sit at a table. 
 
And when anyone came to our table to sit down, we’d hold the 
chair….wait…wait…wait just a minute. 
 
What’s your number? 
 
You got the right number? 
 
If the number was right, they got to sit down. 
 
If not….you can’t sit here….we’re number 2s you’re number 12…nanny 
nanny boo boo. 
 
They’d melt away to another table.  The door slammed and shut tight in 
their face. 
You know how that feels? 
 
I wish they could have had the courage to say to the table of right 
numbered snobs, “I don’t care what your number is, I don’t want to sit 
with you anyway…but they didn’t. 
 
I wonder if, when they went home, and their mother said, “”How was your 
day today?” they could tell her….or whether they hid the pain of a shut 
door. 
 
God alone knows how many times I have wished to go back to that table 
and when someone came seeking, I could say to them, please sit 
down….please…I don’t care what your number is. 
 
That’s just a kids game, right? 
 
Oh no… 
 
Jordan Pruitt voiced it well in a song…called Outside Looking In 
 
You don't know my name 
You don't know anything about me 



I try to play nice 
I want to be in your game 
You don't know how it feels 
To be outside the crowd 
You don't know what it's like 
To be left out 
And you don't know how it feels 
To be on the outside looking in 
 
 
You know, as well as I do, that we might grow up, but we still know the 
power and pain of closed doors. 
 
I remember when the Salisbury Country Club outside Richmond was in the 
news. 
 
Salisbury was…and I guess still is one of those exclusive neighborhoods…. 
 
You drove into it past a really fancy brick entryway….that proclaimed with 
tasteful gold letters….SALISBURY. 
 
You drove down a little way, and there was the Country Club, on the 
right….and on the left…directly across the street, was the Presbyterian 
Church….same brick, same architecture….same membership, really. 
 
Salisbury Country Club was in the news because someone who had 
applied for membership….and they closed the door in his face 
 
He had all the right credentials…. 
 
He lived in a posh home in the exclusive neighborhood, 
he had a successful business….he was affable, had a nice family, drove a 
nice car.. 
 
But they closed the door in his face. 
 
Made him little….about that tall. 
 
You know why? 
 
According to the table of right numbered snobs, he had drawn, at birth, 
the wrong number. 
 
His skin was the wrong color…. 



Oh, it was the right color to schlep their golf bags or wait on them in the 
dining room…but not to belong. 
 
He was a number 2, they were 12s….nanny nanny boo boo. 
 
I always wondered what would have happened if instead of turning right, 
into the Salisbury Country Club, he had turned left, with his family, into the 
Salisbury Presbyterian church. 
 
Would the same people who had shut the door in his face on one side of 
the street open it to him on the other? 
 
Jesus says, “I know you are little, but I am setting before you an open 
door.” 
If you’ve read your Bible, that’s not surprising. 
 
God has forever been putting his big shoulder to slammed shut doors and 
opening them to people deemed little. 
 
Read it!  You’ll see. 
 
You know  what story I read again this week? 
 
The story of Jacob, Rachel, and Leah. 
 
Remember that story? 
 
You remember that story? 
 
Sweet story… 
 
Jacob is 400 miles away from home….comes to a well… 
and sees Rachel there…she’s come to water the animals, but the heavy 
stone covers the well.  Jacob rushes to demonstrate his prowess…. 
 
He’s just smitten. 
 
He asks for her hand…and Laban, her father agrees….but tells Jacob he 
will have to work for 7 years for the privilege of marrying his daughter. 
 
You know this story?  You remember what it says?  Jacob worked for 7 
years…but it seemed like only a few days…because he was so in love with 
her. 
 



When the seven years were up….Jacob, who had been marking the 
calendar…said “Time’s up.” 
 
Laban threw a wedding party…..it was a hardy party… 
 
Jacob went to the dark wedding tent and waited for his bride. 
 
But Laban was a trickster… 
 
And instead of Rachel, he sent his daughter, Leah into the tent. 
 
She was the older daughter, but had spent her whole life being the little 
one… hot Rachel’s weak eyed sister…the one with a good personality. 
 
But that night…..Leah is loved….she is loved…. 
But when morning light comes….Jacob rolls over and slams the door in her 
face….cries out LEAH?  NOT LEAH! 
 
You hear that?  SLAM. 
 
Laban says….OK, OK, you have Leah…but you can have Rachel, too. 
 
And Rachel came to his tent….and the story says simply, and painfully, 
“He loved Rachel rather than Leah.” 
 
And there was Leah, outside looking in. 
Jacob, do you like this outfit…..what? oh yeah, that’s fine…have you seen 
Rachel? 
Do you think I should wear my hair up or down?.....hmmm? I don’t 
know…doesn’t matter to me…and it didn’t  
 
But it did matter to God….”The Lord saw that Leah was not loved.” 
 
He gave her a son….She named him REUBEN….”SEE A SON”…now my 
husband will love me. 
 
No, not yet…..another son….SIMEON…”he hears”….God has heard my 
humiliation…now my husband will love me.. 
 
No….next God gives her LEVI….”attachment”….now my husband will be 
attached to me. 
 
On it goes….six sons and a daughter….Jacob keeps slamming the door in 
Leah’s face and God keeps putting his shoulder to it and busting it open. 



 
Why? 
 
God has a special love for those who are on the outside of a closed door, 
looking in…for those the insiders deem little, the excluded, the scorned. 
 
Read a gospel…and see how many times that’s true. 
Who stood on the outside of a closed door in Jesus’ day? 
 
Lepers…hmmm…seems like I remember a story or two about Jesus and 
lepers….Jesus touching a leper….Jesus praising the faith of a leper… 
 
Gentiles….they were outside….hmmm…seems like I remember Jesus 
saying to a Gentile Centurion, I have not seen faith like yours in all of Israel. 
 
Women…women had doors shut in their face….but seems like I remember 
Jesus told a story once and said…God is like a woman who had ten 
coins..and lost one of them….and she swept and swept until she found 
it….seems like I remember Jesus appearing first to women on resurrection 
day and choosing one of them to be the first evangelist…go and tell the 
trembling men who have shut themselves up behind a locked door that I 
am risen. 
 
Who else had the wrong number in Jesus’ day? 
 
Samaritans….they had the door slammed in their face….hmmm seems 
like Jesus made a good Samaritan a hero in the story he told. 
 
Children….children were outside in Jesus’ world….seems like I remember a 
day when the disciples slammed the door in the face of the 
children…..”Go on…git out of here…can’t you see that the Master is 
busy…”…and Jesus was furious…took them in his arms….you’ll never get 
to God’s kingdom…unless you are like this one.. Hero! 
 
Who else? 
Sinners?  They had the door slammed in their face….but seems like I 
remember Jesus opening a door to an adulteress about to be stoned to 
death by the crowd of insiders…seems like I remember Jesus using his last 
earthly strength to push open a door for a thief, dying on the cross. 
 
Tax collectors…the insiders slammed a door in their face… 
 



But Jesus, when he came to town chose to have lunch, not with the 
mayor, or the President of the Garden Club, or the good Reverends of the 
city, but with a silly man up a tree who collected taxes for a living. 
 
And…..and….dared to call a tax collector to be in his inner circle. 
 
And do you remember what that tax collector did when Jesus so honored 
him? 
 
He invited all his tax collector friends to a party…..and Jesus was there 
with them, whooping it up… 
 
And all the right numbered insiders found themselves on the outside 
looking in at the party…and man oh man did they grumble 
 
OH…THE VERY IDEA 
 
Do you remember what Jesus said…. 
I didn’t come for you….I came for them….for those outside doors you’ve 
slammed and stuck shut. 
 
With apologies to Robert Frost…. 
 
“Before I shut a door, I’d ask to know who I was shutting out and who I was 
shutting in….and to whom I was likely to give offense. 
Something there is that doesn’t love a shut door…that wants it open. 
 
Make no mistake about it….that something is the Spirit of the Lord Jesus 
Christ. 
 
We may try to close our doors against some who come, seeking, but if we 
do, the Spirit of God will put the shoulder of a mighty wind against our shut 
door and blow it open…just like he blew the doors off the first 
church….with a wind that shouted,  In Jesus there is not Jew, nor Greek, 
not male or female,…..not slave and free…..no wrong numbered people 
no insiders and outsiders… just people, human beings who, in his love, are 
one. 
 
Do we believe that?  Do we believe that? 
 
Is our stuck door open to anybody seeking Jesus? 
 
If not, we might better order some white plastic tables and some red 
checkered table cloths. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


