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When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will 

sit on the throne of his glory. All the nations will be gathered before him, and he 

will separate people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the 

goats, and he will put the sheep at his right hand and the goats at the left. 

  

Then the king will say to those at his right hand, “Come, you that are blessed by 

my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the 

world; for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me 

something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you 

gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you 

visited me.”  

  

Then the righteous will answer him, “Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry 

and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? And when was it 

that we saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? 

And when was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?” And the king 

will answer them, “Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these 

who are members of my family, you did it to me.” (Matthew 25:31-40) 
 

  

Let mutual love continue. Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by 

doing that some have entertained angels without knowing it. (Hebrews 13:1-2) 

 

 

* * * * * 

 

 

The story is told of a Texas merchant who owned a small country store in a little West Texas 

town who suddenly got religion and decided to learn the Bible backwards and forwards. He 

memorized every verse in the Bible and took great pride in his ability to recite any verse on any 

occasion. People would come from miles around to hear him quote Scripture. 

 

And the way he did it was this: Whenever someone came into his store and bought something, he 

would always quote a Bible verse appropriate to the situation. A man would come in and buy a 
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present for his mother for Mother’s Day and everyone would lean in to hear the scripture, and he 

would say, “Exodus 20:12, ‘Honor thy father and thy mother.’” When children came in and 

bought candy, he’d give them a discount and say, “Mark 10:14, ‘Suffer the little children to 

come unto me.’” 

  

And then one day a long, tall Texan drove up in an enormous white Cadillac with huge Texas 

longhorns on the hood and silver dollars inlaid in the upholstery. He told the shopkeeper, “I want 

the nicest, most expensive Indian blanket you’ve got in the whole place!” The store owner went 

back, shook the dust off the only one he had, brought it out and said, “$100.” The man said, 

“You didn’t hear what I said! I want the most expensive Indian blanket you’ve got in the whole 

place!” The store owner goes back, shakes some more dust off that blanket, and comes back out 

with it and says “$2,500.” 

  

The man says, “What are you trying to pull on me? Don’t you understand? I know what these 

things cost! I want the most expensive Indian blanket you’ve got in the whole place!” The store 

owner goes back, picks a rug off the floor, smacks off some dust, comes back out with it and 

says “$25,000.” The Texan pulls out a credit card, his $25,000 charge goes through, and he 

drives off in a cloud of dust. 

  

Now, everyone leans forward to hear what scripture the old merchant will quote this time. What 

scripture verse will he quote to justify selling a worthless rug to this city slicker for $25,000? 

And the merchant looks up and says, “Matthew 25:35: ‘He was a stranger…and I took him in!’” 

  

Now, that man was quite aware that he was taking great liberties in his interpretation of Matthew 

25. But I wonder if you’ve ever felt “taken in” by churches you may have visited. While I was in 

Divinity School I loved to visit churches of all different denominations to see what they were 

about. I loved to hear different preachers and to see how the people would welcome me. In many 

churches, I felt as if I were invisible. I was there in worship but no one spoke to me or welcomed 

me. Clearly I wasn’t part of their group. I attended a large, well-known church in Chicago, heard 

a great sermon, went to coffee hour and not one person greeted me – people looked right past 

me.  

  

One of the most friendly churches I visited was First United Methodist Church in New Haven, 

Connecticut. The first Sunday I visited, a woman and her husband came up to me and warmly 

welcomed me, and asked me all about myself, and then invited me to have dinner with them at 

their house. I was so shocked by their hospitality that I was speechless. 

  

One time I visited a large United Methodist Church in San Antonio. They had relocated and built 

a beautiful sanctuary, gymnasium and educational buildings on a large tract of land in a new area 

of the city. It was stunning and the place was hopping. Three traditional morning worship 

services, two contemporary services in the gymnasium area. It was pandemonium when services 

in those two areas got out at the same time and families who had gone to the different services 

were trying to locate one another. The service was wonderful and the preaching was outstanding. 

But the only person who greeted me was one of the pastors who welcomed me when I introduced 

myself after the service.  
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I was a stranger, and they took me in. When you see a stranger here, do you “take them in”? You 

know what I mean. Not in the sense of that the Texas shopkeeper, taking advantage of a man 

who was just begging for it. But are you willing, in compassion and love, to welcome 

newcomers into your circle of friendship and care within the church?  

  

I’m here to tell you this morning that it is absolutely essential that we open our hearts and our 

arms to welcome others. Why? This should be a no-brainer. First of all, Christ has clearly 

commanded us to do this. He says when we welcome the stranger, we welcome Christ himself. 

When we turn our backs on the stranger, we turn Christ away. We should need no other rationale 

to show hospitality than that. Christ demands it. Why wouldn’t we do it? It is authentic Christ-

like behavior.  

  

But wait: there’s more. The stakes are tremendously high for the church. The stakes are high for 

all churches – not just Methodist, or Lutheran, or Presbyterian, or Congregational, or Baptist, or 

Disciples, or Assemblies or Non-Denoms. The future of the Church Universal – and the cause of 

Christ – is at risk in such matters of biblical faithfulness. Why? Because churches are 

increasingly experienced as exclusive and judgmental and not at all welcoming. We don’t “take 

people in,” rather we shut them out, often without even noticing it.  

  

Think on yourself. When you see someone who seems unsure of themselves here, who looks 

alone, do you take it upon yourself to introduce yourself, welcome them, and ask if you can help 

them in any way? Or do you stay in your own cocoon?  

  

When you see a family come in one of our doors, and they stand there, unsure of where to go, do 

you introduce yourself and ask them if you can help them find their way? Many of you do go out 

of your way to welcome. Those of us on the staff hear the comments of visitors over and over 

again that you are such a friendly church. That they’ve never felt so welcome. But that doesn’t 

always happen. Sometimes we sit in our pew, comfortable with our familiar place, enjoying our 

wonderful choir, and we aren’t looking for the stranger in our midst. Sometimes we’re so 

concerned with our own needs for recognition and affirmation, that we forget that we are called 

to reach out to that unknown person near us in the pew.  

  

The stakes are very high for the church. Will we be faithful to the clear teaching of Christ that we 

welcome the stranger, feed the hungry, shelter the homeless, heal the sick? The stakes are high 

because when we neglect the stranger in our midst, we’ve turned Christ himself away. He told us 

so. So if we’re not faithful, we will die.  

  

Jesus is very pointed about this in Matthew 25. He speaks of the hungry, the homeless, the 

stranger, the prisoner, the sick, and promises that on judgement day he’ll say, “As you have done 

to the least of these, you have done to me.” Dr. James Forbes, former Senior Pastor of Riverside 

Church in New York City, says that this means “Nobody gets to heaven without a letter of 

reference from such as these” – the hungry, the homeless, the stranger, the prisoner, the sick.  

  

Jim Wallis, founder of Sojourner’s, calls this text “God’s final exam” for all of us. Forget the 

SAT and ACT tests. Forget the MEAP. This is a far more practical examination for you and me. 

The stakes are high. Are we showing mutual love – and not just toward one another because, as 
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Jesus said, even those wretched Gentiles love those who love them. But are you showing 

compassion to those who are hungry and thirsty? Are you putting roofs over the heads of the 

homeless? Are you opening your arms to those who are strangers to our church and community? 

Are you helping those in need?  

  

The stakes are high. This is not a matter of liberal or conservative. This is not a matter of 

Republican or Democrat or Libertarian or Independent. This is a matter of whether we are living 

our faith or faking it, whether we’re “walking the walk, not just talking the talk.” It’s a litmus 

test of our authenticity as disciples of Jesus Christ.  

  

And we should remember this: welcoming strangers is not about multiplying our numbers. It’s 

simply about being faithful. The question is, “Is there a single person that we can reach for the 

cause of Christ?” Again, Jesus was quite explicit about it. In Luke, chapter 15, he told the story 

about the ninety-nine sheep that were safe in the fold. Only one was missing. The good shepherd 

leaves the ninety-nine in the sheepfold and goes himself to search for the lost lamb until he finds 

it. 

  

Dr. Bill Hinson, long-time pastor of First United Methodist in Houston, the largest United 

Methodist Church in the United States while he was there, told a story about his Director of 

Music who was on a musical tour in England with a group of high school students. We know 

what that’s like, right? Anyone who has ever led a mission trip with teenagers, you have one 

prayer: “Lord, help me get there and get back with as many as I left with.” It is always helpful if 

you come home with the same ones, too. Parents really appreciate that. 

  

Dr. Hinson says the tour went extremely well. The group gathered at the airport, ready to board 

the plane for the flight home. The director thinks, “I’d better count one more time. Thirty, forty, 

fifty, sixty, sixty-one, sixty-two, sixty-three. There were sixty-four kids on this trip. I must have 

miss-counted. Thirty, forty, fifty, sixty, sixty-one, sixty-two, sixty-three.” Panicked, he runs 

down the airport concourse, calling her name through restroom doors and running into gift shops. 

Finally, he finds her; a sophomore standing in a gift shop buying one more souvenir before she 

comes home, oblivious to the fact her plane was boarding.  

  

Then, Bill Hinson raises this question: “What would have happened if that music director had 

come home and said, ‘By the way, we got back with ninety-nine percent of them here. We got 

sixty-three out of sixty-four back! That is a pretty good percentage, right?’” Raise your hand if 

you think you could get away with that. So as long as there are sheep who wander lost, strangers 

who are not welcome, and as long as fifty percent of this county remains unchurched, we must 

be relentless in our inviting, our seeking, our welcoming, our hospitality. For whenever we turn 

our back upon someone who is new here, whoever they may be, it is like we have turned our 

back upon Jesus Christ.  

  

Jerry Goebel, a well-known youth worker, writes of this feeling of self-judgment, saying, “As a 

person who desires to call Jesus my Lord, this parable is sobering. For, it is not what I call 

myself that matters in the end. What matters is, will my actions lead Jesus to recognize me? In 

particular, this reading goes as far as to say, will the poor, the hungry, the homeless turn to Jesus 

and say; ‘It’s all right, Lord. I recognize him!’” 
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I wonder, in the end, will there be someone for you, for me, who will be able to vouch for us? 

Someone who will say, “He gave me food. She found me housing. She gave me clothing. He 

visited me in prison. She took time to talk with me. It’s all right, Lord. I know her! He’s okay, 

Lord, for he took me in!” I’m pleased to be in a church where members rich and poor, powerful 

and powerless, have learned to stretch their hearts to care for “the least of these.” The stakes are 

high for the church, yes. But the stakes are also high for you and me personally – for when the 

sheep are separated from the goats, will Christ recognize us because we have put love into 

action? 

  

God doesn’t make strangers – only you and I ever do that. Christ so loved the world, and 

everyone in it, that he invited himself into the house of a hated tax collector, welcomed 

prostitutes, and forgave his crucifiers so that no one would be a stranger to God. He changed 

strangers into friends. We’re called to carry on that radically inclusive love. That’s why the 

Table of Christ is open to anyone who wishes to receive this sacrament and draw near to God.  

  

And if you are a newcomer here, a second, a third, a tenth time visitor, whosoever you are, in the 

name of Christ, you are more than welcome here.  

  

May it be said of us, “He was a stranger! She was a stranger! And we took them in.”  

 

May we pray? Gracious God, thank you for not giving up on us. We know you will finish the 

good work you have begun in our souls. As we come to your Table today, let us nourish our 

hearts and take into our deepest being the loving Spirit of Christ. Remove from us all hatred and 

coldness and strife and plant within us your Spirit of welcoming love. Then by your strength, we 

will press on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus. Not by any 

virtue of our own, but by your grace, we come to this Table in Christ’s name. Amen. 

 

 


