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Letters to the Churches, Pt. 5 

The Door No One Can Shut 
Revelation 3: 7-13 

 
First Presbyterian Church    Pentecost, May 20 AD 2018 
Baton Rouge, Louisiana     Gerrit Scott Dawson 
 
 Since 2013, civil war in Syria has created one of the most massive 
movements of refugees in history. More than 5 million people have had to leave 
their houses, their livelihoods and their homeland as this complex and brutal 
struggle leaves a wake of violence. More than a million Syrians have made their 
way to Europe. And about a million have entered neighboring Lebanon, most of 
those fleeing to Beirut. Local infrastructure has been overwhelmed. How could any 
nation accommodate all at once so many arrivals, most of whom had little more 
than the clothes on their back?  This is one of the direst humanitarian crises ever. 
The door back home to a life they once knew in a land their ancestors inhabited for 
centuries, has firmly closed.  
 
 Before this war began, a college senior from our church attended a 
Perspectives class at our church. Dr. Sameh Maurice, pastor of the thriving Kasr El 
Dobara church in Cairo, was the guest teacher. During that talk, Rebecca 
Lunceford felt the strange warming of the Holy Spirit. She would soon be 
graduating. She had no firm plans until a desire awoke to go to Cairo to serve. 
Rebecca fell in love with the Arab world. She also fell in love with Nour Botros, a 
Syrian Christian who was working in Cairo in Christian broadcasting. They 
married and soon became missionaries commissioned by our own denomination. 
The World Outreach folks sent Rebecca and Nour to Beirut, Lebanon. They are on 
the front lines of ministry to Syrian refugees. Nour, a native Syrian, now shares the 
gospel with refugees from his homeland. The closed door of war became the open 
door to the gospel of Jesus Christ given through loving, sacrificial care for the 
displaced and discarded.  
 
 In today’s letter from Revelation, Jesus writes to the little church in ancient 
Philadelphia. He tells them “I know that you have but little power. Behold I have 
set before you an open door, which no one is able to shut.”  He still does this. The 
refugee crisis has brought people to the doorstep of Christian communities that we 
otherwise could never have reached. The door is wide open for the people of Christ 
to reach others by welcoming, healing, caring and sharing the gospel. Thousands 
are coming to Christ. And through Rebecca and Nour, you and I are right there, on 
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the front line. It’s astounding to me that our little church on the Mississippi can 
effect mission in the heart of this historic migration. 
 
 We’ve got people there. But we also have people here. There are more than 
1500 international students attending LSU. These are future leaders in business, 
medicine, and technology. They will be influencers in their nations. The world has 
literally come to us. Yet more than half of these internationals will never be invited 
into an American home. They’ll live only skimming the surface of our country. But 
we can do something about that. Our church has a program called International 
Friendship Partners. We befriend internationals. We gather for picnics and dinners, 
mixing the whole world together in a social event. We meet family on family in 
homes. We offer friendship. And through such caring, we now welcome 
international students in our congregation every week! The Lord has set before us 
an open door. You don’t have to leave Baton Rouge to be involved in global 
gospel caring. We just have to walk through the door Jesus opens. 
 
 Last Sunday, we read a letter to a church in which Jesus identified nothing 
praiseworthy in that congregation. That was a hard one to hear about being 
lukewarm. This week, Jesus identifies nothing wrong in the congregation of 
Philadelphia. He wants to encourage these Christians that he can do mighty things 
through them. He knows they have little strength as the world judges strength. No 
great social standing or economic clout. Yet they have patient endurance. They 
keep his word. They do not deny his name. They are available. They can’t open 
doors with their own power. But if the Lord opens doors, they are ready to walk 
through them. 
 
 Recently, I attended the end of the year musical put on by the older students 
at Gardere Community Christian School. The play was a take-off from the recent 
popularity of superhero movies. It was called The Agape League. That means 
every student had to learn what the word agape means: it’s the Greek word that 
means the special kind of love God has for us, love that is pure acceptance and 
pure gift. It’s a love that calls forth from us the fruit of the Spirit in our lives. So all 
the students had to sing about the love, joy, peace, patience, kindness and self-
control that the Spirit creates in those who trust in the agape love of Jesus Christ. 
The plot involved what happened when one of the agape heroes had a faith crisis 
and stopped showing any fruit. He sank deeper and deeper into despair until his 
friends brought him back to the joyful truth. When he recovered his faith, he began 
skipping in delight until he broke out in a rap of total praise.  
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 As I watched, so many thoughts flooded me. What group of 9 to 11 year olds 
actually know what agape is, can name the fruit of the spirit and talk about the 
connection between faithfulness and joy?  But more, the play gave over a dozen 
kids the chance to have brief solos in the songs. What does it do for a kid who 
might otherwise be overlooked to step forward, hold his head high, sing out and 
get applauded?  What are they learning about team, about relying on each other 
and being there for each other? What smiles on their faces when moms, dads, aunts 
and cousins came to see them!  I looked closely at their sweet faces. How easily 
those could be the faces of the already permanently angry because permanently 
wounded. How easily these little ones could have been overlooked or run over. But 
now they know people love them and believe in them.  
 

I looked around some more. The music teacher and the acting coach are First 
Presbyterians. So is the principal, the director, the dean, the counsellor and two 
teachers. Not to mention many more who serve as board members and volunteers. 
We’re all over that school. A visible miracle. The school that should never have 
got off the ground. The school with a business model built on faith. Who can make 
a private Christian school for students with extremely limited resources actually 
work?  Only Christ the Lord. Seven years running. He opens doors no one can 
shut. And he is using this school to transform students, families, a neighborhood 
and a city. And the city is rallying around Gardere, from the LSU gymnastics team 
to business leaders and legislators. We’re all seeing what love can do.  

 
The Lord opens doors and we walk through them. God must know our 

congregation has a special heart for children because he keeps rousing us to walk 
through the door of ministry to the children of our city. More than 80 fifth graders 
from Buchanan Elementary came here to be treated to an elegant china-plated 
luncheon celebrating their graduation. My table had boys who were of Anglo, 
African, Indian and Asian descent: the whole world comes to us. And Christ opens 
doors. They went to our sanctuary and listened as Steve blew their hair back with 
the organ and then they let me tell them what we do here as we listen to God’s 
Word and why we lift up a cup and break bread together.  

 
Across East Baton Rouge parish schools, more than 11,000 students were 

exposed this year to a respect-based character program that flows out of the 
Manners of the Heart office that is actually right below your feet!  How can 
Christians be walking into our public schools with life-giving truth? Because Jesus 
Christ opens doors that no one can close. And you, my dear ones, are walking 
through those doors in his name, all over the place. 
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Last week, I spent several hours with Ben Cunningham. He’s the pastor of 
the Church of the Resurrection. That’s the church that for the last two years we’ve 
been planting in New Orleans. They meet in the lower garden district and average 
about 100 in attendance each week. That’s astounding for any church plant at this 
early stage, but especially in notoriously tricky New Orleans. 

 
I asked Ben, “So where do you see the Lord setting before you open doors?  

What’s happening among your people in your city?”  He thought about that a 
minute then said, “I think there are two levels where the Lord is opening a door to 
deeper connection to himself for our people. The first level has to do with our core 
demographic. Most of our people are young professionals. But not young 
professionals right out of school. They have been out in the working world about 
five years. And they’ve discovered that’s it’s not all they expected it to be. They’ve 
done well. They’ve done what they set out to do. But it’s not enough. For the first 
time now as adults, they are wondering if faith in Christ is what they’re missing. 
They may have had church exposure as children, but now they want to engage 
Jesus as adults. They want to know if he meets deep needs, answers deep questions 
and gives them what they’re missing. 

 
“The second level has to do with how they’re meeting Christ at our church. 

It’s happening in community. From the beginning, our culture has never been 
about check in for an hour on Sunday, get a dose of church and be on your way. 
We’ve been about forming last relationships. Everyone is in a community group. 
We gather as a whole church for worship. But we also gather in small groups and 
share our lives together. We have gatherings that are just for food and fellowship. 
We go serve together: we’ve got a team going to Kenya this summer. And our 
people hang out together. This is the key factor. Life on life. People searching for 
Christ are finding him through people willing to walk next to them through all of 
life. It’s so significant that we’ve already had folks turn down promotions to other 
cities because they didn’t want to leave the relationships they’ve found.”   

 
How do Presbyterians reach people in the Crescent City?  We can’t. But 

Christ can. He opens a door and his people walk through it. They go live there. 
They open their homes and their hearts to others. They worship freely and deeply. 
And Christ draws people to his people. And everyone who’s part of our church in 
Baton Rouge has a part in Church of the Resurrection. They’re our daughter, and 
we’re there for Ben, Jenny and the whole group. 
 
 Jesus opens doors. He also declares that he himself is the door. He’s the way 
into relationship with his Father. He’s the passage that takes us out of ourselves 
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and into God’s life. As we pass through Christ, he scrubs us clean of our sins. As 
we give our lives over to him, he pours his everlasting life into us and through us. 
So Jesus said, “I am the door. If anyone enters by me, he will be saved and will go 
in and out and find pasture…I have come that they might have life and have it 
abundantly” (John 10: 9-10). The door he opens for us is first of all himself. We 
enter by faith into relationship with him. We enter union with him as we surrender 
our lives to him. The sign of our union with Christ is that we are baptized into the 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit. We get launched out of ourselves and into Jesus. As 
Hebrews declares, Jesus is “the new and living way opened for us through…his 
flesh.” He was torn on the cross that we might pass through him into a reconciled, 
forgiven, restored and flourishing life with his Father. 
 
 When we have crossed the threshold into life in Christ, it’s then that we see 
him open doors for his work in the world. Of course, as a church we try to walk 
through the doors the Lord opens for us. Your elders believe our key priorities 
remain the Church of the Resurrection, the Gardere School, and our full time 
missionaries. We also participate in about 30 other vital ministry partnerships. 
Literally any one can get connected to an open door through our church.  
 
 But there’s more. There’s the adventurous part. The unexpected 
opportunities that will arise for those with eyes to see them. Ask the Lord to show 
you open doors. Ask him every morning to help you see where a door opens that 
you can walk through to share his love in word, deed, listening or loving. When 
you do that, every day becomes a world of wonders. For he will show you open 
doors.  
 
 I look forward to hearing all about it when Rhonda and I return in August. 
Keep good notes, because Christ Jesus is going to do significant things through a 
church that is available to walk through the doors he opens. I want to hear who he 
sends you to and what happens because you went. 
 
 You’re awfully gracious to send us off for ten weeks. I’m very privileged to 
get to go refresh physically and spiritually. It’s a rare gift and I know that. I receive 
it as yet one more sign of the extraordinary love you have shown to me and our 
family these 14 years. So I’m eager to go with your blessing to study and to hike, 
to travel, to pray and to ponder. I’m eager to bring back wonderful things to show 
you about Jesus in the coming years. Yeah, I’m excited to put down the leadership 
burden for a while. I have full trust in these great pastors you’ve called, these 
incredibly talented staff you hired, and these consecrated elders you elected. But 
truthfully, I’m not eager to be away from you, dear ones. I don’t like missing 
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worship with you. I won’t like not seeing you. Rhonda and I are not at all eager to 
be away from a congregation that we’ve grown to love so much. So we’ll be back 
before you know it, and ready for many more years of ministry together. 
Meanwhile, let’s both walk through some open doors and see what Christ does. 
 
 
  


