
 

No Mixed Signals 
 

Your gates shall always be open;  

day and night they shall not be shut. 

(Isaiah 60:11a) 
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The late Charles Kuralt, of Dateline America fame, told of a cafe in Indiana displaying the sign, 

“Open 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.” Arriving at the door hungry, Mr. Kuralt saw a smaller 

sign attached to that larger, unambiguous welcome. “Closed Thursdays,” it said. “Our gates to 

this cafe shall be always open! 24 - 7. Day and night they shall not be shut.  Well, except 

Thursdays, of course.  Everybody knows that.” Mixed Signals. 

 

One of my favorite Frank and Ernest cartoons is similar. The pair approaches a restaurant with a 

sign on its door, “We don’t know the word, Closed.”  Imagine their surprise when they try to 

enter only to find the door bolted. A smaller sign reads, “Not Open.”  They may not know the 

word “Closed,” but they do know how to say, 

“Not open.”  Mixed Signals. 

 

A Wall Street Journal cartoon poked fun at 

workplace frustration with technology. As a 

man works at his computer, an instruction pops 

up, “Hit any key to continue.”  He hits a 

random key, and another screen pops up, “No, 

idiot, not that one.” Mixed Signals.   

 

Thinking about Mixed Signals has me 

wondering, does the church ever convey Mixed 

Signals?  “Open for grace. 24 -7.  Anyone.  

Anytime.”  Then, as a person draws close, “No, 

sorry.  ‘Anyone’ doesn’t mean you.  ‘Anytime’ 

doesn’t mean now.”   

 

Today is Holy Communion Sunday. You arrive 

spiritually hungry, drawn by your anticipation 

of the taste of this sacrament. On this table are 

bread and wine merely, but not merely, for this 

is no ordinary bread, this no ordinary wine. 

This bread and wine, while it may seem as 



ordinary, has a mysterious power to meet us at certain moments in the journey of our living. At 

this table we can encounter God in an experience redemption. Here we can remember who we 

are, if by our living inconsistently we have forgotten. Here we can sense that we are making a 

fresh start, no matter how far we might have strayed.  

 

When it comes to communion, it can be said that we United Methodists don’t know the word 

“Closed.”  Ours is rather proudly an “Open” Communion table, the invitation extended to any 

who seek God. We don’t check credentials, inquiring of the validity of your church membership 

and denominational affiliation. There is no litmus test prior to gaining admission to this table.  

 

In our tradition, we don’t even require that small children be previously confirmed. While First 

Communion after Confirmation is a rich and meaningful tradition of some denominations, we 

United Methodists invite and encourage children to partake of this meal before they understand, 

just as, in our homes, we include children at our national holidays. We want them to feast at 

Thanksgiving feast before their knowledge of the historical events of the Pilgrims in the New 

World. Children participate in our Memorial Day and July 4 family and community celebrations 

long before they can pass a test to identify the Founders, and before they can articulate their 

appreciation for the sacrifices made by soldiers in defense of our freedoms as Americans. 

   

No, we Methodists don’t know the word “Closed.”  I wonder, though, if our liturgy doesn’t 

sometimes, somehow, convey the message, “Not Open?” 

 

In the older liturgies, which I love, ingrained in me from childhood at First United Methodist 

Church Pine Bluff in the 50s and 60s, the minister said words like these, “Be assured that 

through Christ your freely, honestly, and earnestly confessed sins are forgiven.”   

 

“Be Assured,” the message begins!  What could be clearer? Amazing grace!  To all!  “Blessed 

assurance, Jesus is mine!  O, what a foretaste of glory divine!”  

 

You may read it like that.  But listen again. Listen closer, and this time let’s put the em-PHA-sis 

on a different syl-LA-ble.  This time, let’s stress those three lurking adverbs. “Be assured that 

through Christ your freely, honestly, and earnestly confessed sins are forgiven.”  Do you, as do 

I, hear the Mixed Signals?  Those adverb qualifiers can swell into giant obstacles! 

 

 “I’ve been offered assurance of forgiveness, BUT WAIT!  Clearly, this forgiveness is offered 

ONLY to the extent that my confession is free, honest, and earnest. So I wonder – is this table -- 

this “Never Closed” table, Not Open, at least, to me? Just how freely have I confessed? How 

honestly? How earnestly?”  Mixed signals! With a promise so amassed with qualifiers, how can 

one be sure that they measure up? 

 

What I’m describing is a theological dilemma caused by the limitations of language. For 

example, in 1 John we read one of the most beautiful passages on redemption, “If we confess our 

sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” 

  

 



If we confess. That’s all. No adverbs. No qualifiers. Yes, but do we not rightly seek to guard 

confession against obvious insincerity? The only mechanism we have to do that is language, 

words that will remind the believer that confession must be more than a perfunctory recital of 

wrongdoing without remorse, without intent to change. Words are necessary is to remind us that 

confession is more than a mechanical duty. It is a heart-prompted act.  

 

Still, and here is the dilemma of language, how far do we go in guarding against insincere 

confession before we risk driving the seeker of God to an unhealthy self-examination which 

erodes or negates the very assurance our words seek to convey?   

 

To pose the question another way, is confession a measurable act? Do you imagine God attaches 

gauges to one’s confession?  “This man’s confession is ‘absolutely’ free and honest and earnest. 

 That woman, though, her confession is only ‘moderately’ free and honest and earnest.  And that 

poor fellow there. His confession is only ‘marginally’ free and honest and earnest.”  You see, if 

confession is a measurable act, we need revelation from God regarding a ranking system, a 

sincere-o-meter to let us know what level on the gauge is the minimal level of acceptance.    

 

A man once said to Jesus, “Lord, I believe, help thou mine unbelief.”  These words clearly 

convey that, in his heart and mind, there was a wrestling match between faith and doubt. He felt 

the Mixed Signals in his own heart. Might we, also?   

 

Here’s another example of how our liturgical church-speak has the potential to send Mixed 

Signals taken from the older form of liturgy, the language of faith in which I grew up, as did 

many of you. “Ye that do truly and earnestly repent of your sins, and are in love and charity with 

your neighbors, and intend to lead a new life . . . draw near in faith.”   

 

Do you hear the Mixed Signals? While the words have the intent of inviting us to “draw near,” do 

they not also possess the potential to paralyze us from the very approach it is urging, as we ask 

ourselves, “Have I repented ‘truly and earnestly’ enough? Am I ‘in love and charity with my 

neighbors’?  What about that spat over the backyard fence I had last week with my neighbor? It 

seems so silly now, but we haven’t apologized and made up yet, so I am not in love and charity 

with my neighbors. No, I’d better not receive Communion today.” Withdrawing from the table 

through such reasoning sounds spiritual, but it reverses the intention of the sacrament, for who 

among us is worthy? Our unworthiness is our ticket to this table, our price of admission!   

 

The old rituals, cognizant of this, came to grips with this dilemma of language in the statement 

called the Prayer of Humble Access. These are the words I recall best from childhood: “We do 

not presume to come to this thy table, O merciful Lord, trusting in our own righteousness, but in 

thy manifold and great mercies.  We are not worthy so much as to gather up the crumbs under 

thy table.  But thou art the same Lord, whose property it is always to have mercy.  Grant us, 

therefore, gracious Lord, so to partake of this Sacrament of thy Son Jesus Christ, that we may 

walk in newness of life, may grow into his likeness, and may evermore dwell with him, and he in 

us.”   

 



These precious and powerful words of our liturgy, based on several gospel stories, date to at least 

the early 16th century, in the Book of Common Prayer in the Church of England. Those words, 

spoken just prior to receiving the sanctified bread and wine, keep those sacramental elements 

from collapsing and crashing under the weight of our own unworthiness. Those words are found 

within the liturgy of Holy Communion on page 26 of our hymnal. Let’s turn to that now and use 

that liturgy this morning as we prepare to receive the bread and the wine. 

 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Come to this table . . . No 

Mixed Signals! 

 
 

 

 


