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Sermon for Pentecost IV—Year A 2020 
Whoever Welcomes . . . 

 
 
A young priest was visiting with an older priest. 
The young priest told the older priest about the vagrants who come by 
his church seeking help. 
He said to the older priest— 
“I know we’re supposed to help the poor,  
but these people are asking for help with a bus ticket  
or a utility bill or gas money or food. 
They’ll probably spend it on something the church doesn’t support, 
something that I certainly don’t support.” 
Finally, the young priest says, 
“It gets exhausting justifying who I’m going to help and why.” 
The older priest sat back and let the young priest’s words loom in the air. 
Then the older priest said 
“What business is it of yours to determine  
who gets help and who doesn’t?” 
Why exhaust yourself with that burden? 
You are a follower of Jesus Christ. 
Your task is simply to share out of the wealth of God’s abundance. 
Your call is simply to love others as God loves you. 
Your job is simply . . . to give.” 
 
Whoever welcomes you welcomes me,  
and whoever welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me. 
. . . and whoever gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones 
in the name of a disciple—truly I tell you,  
none of these will lose their reward. 
 
Jesus’ words are not just about extending welcome, 
they are also about receiving welcome. 
They are about what it looks like and feels like 
for those who follow Jesus to accept welcome in his name. 
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And because this gospel is paired with the story from Jeremiah— 
It is a lesson about welcoming prophets, welcoming God’s word. 
It’s about the risks and rewards of extending hospitality 
to God’s provocative, discomfiting, and truth-telling messengers. 
Messengers who come to us in the guise of the stranger,  
the poor and hungry, the prisoner— 
The one’s who provoke us with the discomfiting truth that we live in a 
world that pushes and keeps many in the margins— 
the margins where we are meant to minister. 
 
This may come as a surprise to us. 
Most of us, after all, are not used to occupying the margins— 
we are used to occupying the center. 
We are used to being the ones who wield institutional and cultural power 
over the people we set out to help. 
We’re accustomed to being the privileged ones who benevolently extend 
welcome, generosity, charity, and hospitality to others less privileged 
than ourselves. 
 
This isn’t entirely bad, of course. 
But it was decidedly not the case in Jesus’ day. 
When Jesus sent his disciples out into the world to share the good news 
of God’s kingdom, he sent them out as vulnerable outsiders. 
They had no religious institutions to back their efforts. 
No political tools to wield. 
No cultural capital to spend. 
They had no power at all, save the power of the Holy Spirit moving 
through them to heal and serve. 
As we heard over the past weeks, Jesus told his first messengers to carry 
nothing—no money, no food, no extra clothes. 
He told them to assume a posture of extreme humility, 
and depend wholly on the hospitality of the people they came to serve. 
Even the simplest, most basic of their needs—the need for a cup of cold 
water on a sun scorched afternoon—would have to be met by others. 
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What does this mean for us in the 21st century? 
I wonder if it means we need to reexamine our relationship with power. 
I think it means we are in need of redefining our place  
in the wide world Jesus loves. 
Because it seems that Jesus thought there was great value in ministering 
from the margins.  
He wanted those who followed him to witness from humility and 
vulnerability—not from complacency and the comfort of worldly power. 
Jesus wanted the good news, the message of God’s saving love to come 
from . . . dependent outsiders. 
From the edges of society, not the center. 
 
There is a lot of lament these days about the declining influence and 
authority of the church in Western culture. 
Certainly, there are some legitimate reasons to worry and grieve. 
But what if decentering is a good thing for Christianity? 
What if we need to learn how to receive welcome before we can extend 
it honestly in Christ’s name? 
What if the people we sideline as recipients of our charity  
are actually meant to be our teachers? 
 
Jesus tells his disciples that the people who welcome them will be 
rewarded. 
Notice that the prize is not only for the keynote speaker,  
the celebrity prophet, or the charismatic star at the microphone. 
The reward also goes to the person who serves. 
It goes to the one who hears the doorbell and opens the door. 
It goes to the one who hangs up the coats, 
washes the feet, 
pours the cool drink 
and sets and clears the table. 
 
In other words, the hierarchies we cherish  
are not the hierarchies that matter to Jesus. 
The essential workers aren’t always the people we glamorize. 
(Haven’t we learned this in these pandemic times?) 
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What is more, Jesus points out that even the small gesture  
and the invisible kindness pleases God who sees everything. 
What is rewarded is the quiet, unglamorous meeting  
of basic human need— 
without, as the older priest pointed out,  
the burden of determining who deserves help and who does not. 
In the offering of even simple yet essential things in response to need, 
the kingdom of God is not only announced, it is present and manifested. 
Jesus came to bring abundant life, 
and that life begins with the most elemental of gestures. 
Even a cup of cold water? 
Yes, even that. 
 
Whoever welcomes you welcomes me, 
and whoever welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me. 
Are we listening? 
I hope so, because this is a staggering claim. 
What would happen if we took it seriously? 
Or even . . . literally? 
How would our behaviors and attitudes change if we believed that other 
people see Jesus every time they look at us? 
How would our behaviors and attitudes change  
if we believed that we were seeing Jesus when we looked at them? 
What would happen to the church and to the world, 
if we acted on the assumption that Jesus is visible 
in, with and through us and others at every moment,  
in every interaction, in every relationship,  
encounter, conversation, and conflict. 
Would we tread more lightly on the earth? 
Speak less and listen more? 
Reconsider our grudges and grievances? 
Choose our words with greater care? 
Examine our motivations more closely? 
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What a risk Jesus took when he handed to his disciples— 
then and now—commissioning us for ministry  
and putting his own reputation,  
his own character, his own standing in the world into our hands! 
What a risk he took, and what a responsibility we bear! 
 
We are reminded today that discipleship  
is both receiving and sharing the presence of Christ. 
We are sent to be his representatives, his ambassadors, 
the agents of God’s grace in the world. 
But others are also sent to us. 
So we are called to welcome and be welcomed as a stranger. 
We are called to a life of mutual hospitality— 
making room for each other at the table. 
We are called to open to prophetic voices that 
confront and show us our need for repentance, 
our need to be open to a new way of life. 
We are called to responsive accountability  
to meet the needs of others in a state of readiness to act  
on behalf of one another—in other words, we are called to 
interdependency one to the other. 
 
Martin Luther described discipleship  
as a recognition of the fact that our life is not chosen but given. 
Our lives are about being in relationship with the Giver. 
 
To welcome is to receive the other. 
When we welcome, we become entangled together. 
To extend hospitality and to receive the welcome, 
is to become bound with one another. 
To welcome the other is to take responsibility for the guest. 
 
Here is the good news: 
God is Jesus Christ welcomes us. 
God in Christ takes responsibility for us. 
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God in Christ is both the host and the guest  
not only of the feast we will share in a few moments  
but in our entire lives. 
 
Hospitality frees us to offer a cup of cold water to someone  
who might be in a situation completely foreign to our experience; 
someone in a world that is outside our limited understanding; 
someone we might even consider an enemy. 
When we are brought into relationship with one another  
by the bond that hospitality creates,  
there is no more host and guest, 
no more insider and outsider, 
there is only a space in which we listen to and learn from one another, 
value and honor one another until  
all the uneven ground on which we stand becomes level,  
and the rough places are made a plain. 
 
Whoever welcomes you welcomes me, 
and whoever welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me. 
The implication, of course,  
is that not everyone will welcome God’s prophets. 
Not everyone will open the door and receive Christ’s message 
and offer the glass of water needed and hoped for. 
But that does not excuse our inaction. 
Christ’s message is still—“Go.” 
Christ’s message is still, “Speak.” 
The call is still to carry God’s image out into the world, 
and do so with reverence, gentleness, humility,  
truthfulness and Christ’s love. 
Yes, there is great risk involved. 
But there is also reward . . . 
 
Because each and every act of mercy rings through the eons  
and across the universe imbued with Christ’s love for the world, 
a love we can share anytime and anywhere  
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with gestures that may seem small in the eyes of the world 
but loom large in the life of those who receive them and witness them. 
With every gesture of love, mercy, justice, and compassion,  
we help to bring the presence of God near— 
in, with, and through each of us. 
 
 
 


