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Our movie for this week, Welcome to Marwen, is based on the true story of a man who was 

brutally attacked and beaten to the brink of death in 2000 outside of a bar one night. The attack 

left Mark Hogancamp in a coma for nine days and in the hospital for 40 days.1 The film tells a 

story of how Hogancamp dealt with the trauma and the tragedy that he experienced when he 

couldn’t remember many of the details of his attack or of his life before the attack. I invite you to 

turn your attention to the screen to catch a glimpse of the storyline from an adapted movie trailer. 

 

Mark Hogancamp, or Hogie, as his GI action figure is known in the fictional town of Marwen, 

was originally an accomplished artist who loved to draw. The trauma of his attack, however, left 

him without the ability to draw for quite some time. Instead, he transitioned to the art of 

photography. Outside of his home, he created the tiny doll-sized town of “Marwen,” which was 

set to resemble a town in Belgium during World War II. In Hogie’s world, Marwen was under 

constant threat of attack from the Nazis who represented Mark’s real-life assailants. Marwen, 

however, was filled with action figure dolls that represented the women in Mark’s life who stood 

up for him and encouraged him in the healing process. 

 

Processing his painful experiences, Mark sets up scenes and takes pictures of them as he tells his 

own story through the photographs of the town and its action figures. As he remembers his 

assailants, Mark says, “They kicked every memory I ever had out of my head. Everything from 

before the attack is gone, so my dolls have to tell the story.”2 

 

A part of the healing process for Mark was eventually to go to court and tell the story of how the 

attack affected his life so that justice might be served. When he goes, he brings his action figures 

with him. Encouraged by his attorney to leave them out in the car, he brings the one that 

represents himself. When he sees his attackers sitting at the other table, Mark’s post-traumatic 

stress disorder kicks in and he is ready to leave. The G.I. action figure representing Hogie says, 

“When are you going to stand up and put an end to this crap?” Mark asks him, “What are you 

talking about?” Hogie says, “We’re one and the same, pal. If I can be a hero, so can you.”3 
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In the courtroom, Mark starts processing the trauma in his victim impact statement before the 

judge. Realizing how much his friends, his fictional town, and his photography of that small 

town have helped him, Mark says, “The life I once had was taken away from me, but I'm still 

here. I have hope, and I have my town, and I have my friends, and I'll be okay.”4 

 

In Marwen, Hogie becomes the hero who saves the town. In real life, Mark—this outcast who is 

“different,” this survivor of a violent attack—discovers a safe community in which to heal, as 

well as friends who are willing to embrace him as he is as they journey together with him. 

 

In our scripture lesson this morning, Jesus finds himself in the house of a leader of the Pharisees 

for a meal. As he looks around, he notices that all of the guests have chosen the places of honor 

based on their own understandings of the social orders and ranks of the day. The closer you are 

to the host, the more distinguished you must be in the society. 

 

Jesus, however, steps out of bounds when he suggests that perhaps they could use a little dose of 

humility. As a guest inside the home of a leading Pharisees, Jesus suggests that instead of taking 

all of the seats of honor when they attend a wedding banquet, his fellow guests should all sit at 

the lowest places. That way they wouldn’t be embarrassed should the host invite someone else to 

sit at a higher place and ask them to move to a lower place. Just who does Jesus think that he is 

making such a suggestion? He’s not even the host! Doesn’t he know his place is to be the guest? 

 

You might think the story was simply a lesson in humility when Jesus says, “For all who exalt 

themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.” It is at this 

moment, however, that Jesus’ teaching has only just begun. His message is not simply for the 

guests, but perhaps even more importantly for the host. 

 

Imagine what it might be like to have a guest at a party that you are hosting first take a moment 

to offend all of your other guests. If you didn’t usher him or her to the door, you’d at least be 

apologizing to the other guests. Now, however, Jesus goes a step further and speaks to his host, 

who happens to be a self-avowed righteous leader among the people. He’s a chief among the 

Pharisees who lives a pretty law-abiding life. 

 

Jesus turns to the host who had invited him and says, “When you give a luncheon or a dinner, do 

not invite your friends or your brothers or your relatives or rich neighbors, in case they may 

invite you in return, and you would be repaid. But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the 

crippled, the lame, and the blind. And you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you, for 

you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous.”5 

 

When it comes to hospitality, Jesus reminds the host to keep in mind those who are not only 

overlooked, but also the outcasts of the day. If you find yourself in any of those situations, surely 

it was because of something either you or your parents had done to cause God to reject you. In 

the mindset of the Pharisees, physical disabilities, poverty, and blindness would easily be viewed 

as God’s punishment for something somewhere in your family line. 

 

Throughout his ministry, Jesus goes out of his way to connect with those whom society casts 

aside, doesn’t he? Instead of avoiding Samaria on his travels, he walks right through it and 
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interacts with Samaritans all along the way. When lepers are around, he touches and heals at risk 

of his own spiritual standing as a righteous rabbi and man of faith. When others are ready to 

stone a woman for adultery, Jesus invites the first one whose life is perfect to cast the first stone.  

He looks up a moment later to see that all the accusers have fled. 

 

Now he tells a leader of the Pharisees to invite into his home the very people whose situations 

could cause this faithful Pharisee to be perceived by his friends, his family, and his community 

as unclean and unrighteous. The nerve of Jesus! 

 

Jesus invites the leaders of the faith community to extend a generous welcome to those who are 

most overlooked. He turns the table on their reciprocal relationships. No longer an invitation for 

an invitation, but invite those who can’t invite you back. When Jesus talks hospitality and 

welcome, he gets specific, not to exclude these righteous leaders, but to make sure that the most 

vulnerable, the often forgotten, the tossed aside of the community, the outcast are especially 

included. Then Jesus reminds the faithful that when they do this, that is when the blessings really 

start to flow in the lives of the people. When you include those who have most often been 

excluded in your invitation, God blesses that. 

 

One of your core values that you identified at Birmingham First a few years ago is to “Welcome 

All.” For many of us, we understand that welcoming all means that we want everyone to know 

that there is a place for you here. On the other hand, when you find yourself among those who’ve 

been excluded in life, life experience tends to tell you that “all” might not necessarily include 

you. 

 

As we seek to live more deeply into and out of our core values as a church, you may have heard 

by now that our Administrative Council adopted a welcoming statement at its November 

meeting. You’ll find that on the back of your bulletin this morning. It states, “Embracing the 

example of Jesus, we welcome you here with hearts that know no boundaries of age, race, 

gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, ability, or economic circumstance.” 

 

This statement is not meant to limit our extended welcome to all, but rather to be representative 

of our common goal to be purposeful, intentional, and specific in our welcome to all. By naming 

conditions and circumstances that have traditionally been used to exclude persons, either 

implicitly or explicitly, we are reminding ourselves of our commitment to move beyond such 

boundaries and any others to truly welcome all. With open hearts, open minds and open doors, 

we embrace all. In that welcome, we are committed to be that place of healing, hope, mission 

and ministry for our communities and the world; drawn together in the love of the One who first 

loved and welcomed us, Jesus Christ. 

 

As I’ve been thinking about our welcoming statement over the past couple of months, I don’t 

know that I’ve ever experienced being excluded as a result of any of those circumstances or 

conditions in my own life. I haven’t experienced racism that’s been directed at me. I have seen it 

in the lives of those that I love. I can’t say that I’ve ever experienced discrimination based on my 

age. In fact, I was formerly one of the youngest District Superintendents appointed in the United 

States, and when I was appointed to Birmingham First, I think I was the youngest senior pastor 
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ever appointed here. I don’t know that I would say that someone has discriminated against me 

because of my gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, abilities, or economic circumstance. 

 

On the other hand, I have experienced what it’s like to be excluded, tossed aside, or even feeling 

like an outcast from time to time in my life. As a young boy, I wasn’t athletic and was often the 

last picked in gym class to be on anyone’s team. Now friends, in gym class, there was a place for 

everyone on the team. When you’re always last picked, however, you’re not really a valued 

member of the team. You’re the one who the team was stuck having to take. 

 

A few years ago, living in Marquette, I can remember a summer-time trip to Frosty Treats. They 

have the best soft serve ice cream in the Upper Peninsula. I’ll never forget the day that we parked 

our car and I started to walk up to the window to get a refreshing treat on a warm summer day. 

Thinking about what I was going to have, I suddenly heard some guys drive by and yell out their 

window, “Hey, big guy! Are you sure you need that?” 

 

I was broken that day. My heart sank. I didn’t know whether I wanted to run back to my car and 

go home or what! What I did know in that moment was a hint of what it was like to be treated as 

somehow less than a full human being; less than a child of God; less than everyone else; less 

than… 

 

Those guys didn’t know me. They didn’t know my life circumstances. They didn’t know what 

kind of day I had. They didn’t know what was going on in my life at that moment. What’s worse, 

they didn’t care about the pain that they caused me in that moment! 

 

That day, however, I knew some of what it was like to be excluded and cast aside as I walked up 

to the window of the Frosty Treats. When those guys yelled out the window, I just needed to 

know that someone valued me in that moment. 

 

For some of our sisters and brothers, that’s a pain that recurs frequently throughout their lives 

based on one or more of the circumstances or conditions that we’ve named in our statement of 

welcome. Many are simply longing to know that someone values them; that the “all” really does 

include them. It’s not enough to simply be generic when you’ve not been a part of “all” in the 

past. The invitation needs to be specific. Being specific does not exclude, but rather draws our 

circle even wider. 

 

Surely it’s powerful when we say that we welcome all. But how much more powerful when 

those who’ve been treated as outsiders find a generous enough welcome that helps them to know 

that “all” includes them as well! Our hearts know no boundaries because our hearts include you 

and you and you and you. 

 

 

                                                 
1 https://news.artnet.com/art-world/mark-hogancamp-1424674 
2 https://www.ranker.com/list/best-welcome-to-marwen-quotes/movie-and-tv-quotes 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Luke 14:12b-14, NRSV. 


