
 
  
  
  And now it is time for the announcements. Anyone who has been to school 
remembers the announcements at the start of the day. I remember settling into my 
homeroom desk at Wilson High School, the teacher not needing to get our attention 
because it was eight o’clock, and many of us had to be up at six to meet the bus, and we 
were half-asleep. We sat at the desks quiet and bleary-eyed as the scratchy tone came 
through the lone beige speaker jutting out from the wall above the classroom door. 
 
 “Good morning students,” came the voice of Ralph Thompson, the principal. “It’s 
time for the announcements.” It was as though the word “announcements” introduced a 
morphine drip into our arms. Yawns and big stretches spread throughout the room, with 
others reading or doing last-minute homework, very few paying attention to the science 
club room change or the reminder to bring three dollars for the pep rally snacks or the 
sign-off that Mr. Thompson gave every morning, “Don’t forget, you’re a Wilson Warrior. 
Act like it.” All good and necessary things to know, but the timing didn’t feel right. It 
was too soon. 
 
 And I have to say, I see it on many of your faces every Sunday morning, right at 
the beginning, when it is time for the announcements about events going on in the life of 
our church, shifting around in your pews, stealing a glance at your phones, or a quick 
conversation with your neighbor as I remind you of the church picnic or Growth Groups 
or that Inquirer Luncheon or new Sunday School class. All good things, but sometimes I 
wonder if the timing isn’t right. 
 
 Maybe Hebrews has a great idea – announcements at the end. If you think about 
Hebrews as an extended sermon, as Tom Long encourages us to do, it can be argued that 
the end of chapter twelve was the effective end of the sermon, with the rousing 
proclamation that “Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let 
us give thanks, by which we offer God an acceptable worship with reverence and awe; 
for indeed our God is a consuming fire.”  
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After that, the tone takes a dramatic shift. It’s as if the preacher says those final 
lines, shuffles his papers around, takes a drink of water, and then says, “Now I have some 
announcements.” 
 
 Only now, the people are ready for those announcements. They are sitting up on 
the edge of their pews. They have heard about the great cloud of witnesses cheering them 
on as they run the race of faith, they have heard that Jesus Christ runs ahead of them as 
the pioneer and perfecter (completer) of their faith. They have heard that their God is a 
consuming fire, ready to receive their sacrifice of praise. “Amen!” they say…now what’s 
next? How do we respond to this grace we have received? What is the shape of our 
living? How do we give thanks? We are ready for the announcements. 
 
 And so the preacher takes out his bulletin, directs them to the blue connection card, 
clears his throat, and gives the announcement that precedes all the others, the one that 
holds all the others together, that holds us together – “Let mutual love continue.”  
 
 But mutual love is just a platitude if we do not go on to say what mutual love looks 
like. So, the preacher gets specific. “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for in 
so doing, some have entertained angels without knowing it.”  
 
 Here the preacher is reaching back to a very old story. Abraham and Sarah 
encounter three strangers in the desert. They welcome the visitors by the oaks of Mamre. 
The three strangers tell them that they will have a child, a promise that had yet gone 
unfulfilled. It is in the act of hospitality that God and God’s promise is revealed in the 
face and the words of the stranger. Mutual love means continuing this tradition, taking in 
the stranger, for who knows whether she or he is some messenger from God. 
 
 The community of this preacher is small and vulnerable, persecuted and in many 
ways afraid, yet the call is not to huddle up, to lock the doors, to live in fear, but to open 
themselves to the stranger.  
 
 One of the things I hear consistently from folks who join this church after being 
guests here is that this is a hospitable community. Almost every guest who comes 
through that door comes to us as a stranger. It is a step of vulnerability to come into a 
new space with new people, and the welcome or lack of it someone receives often 
determines whether they want to continue taking those vulnerable steps into community. 
The welcome goes beyond gift bags in worship or a smile and a handshake in Wilson 
Hall.  
 



To welcome the stranger is to be open to the possibility of being encountered 
afresh by the God who often comes to us disguised as the other. Whenever the 
community feels tempted to retreat and play it safe, whenever we step into vulnerable 
spaces, that is precisely the time to open our doors wider, to be open to the God who is 
coming to us through the hands and hearts of another. 

 
 This is no hands-off hospitality, no compassion from a distance. It extends to those 
suffering in prison, those undergoing torture, which was a common occurrence at that 
time. Remember them, says Hebrews, not by saying they have your thoughts and prayers, 
but remember them as though you were in prison with them. And remember those who 
are being tortured as if you were being tortured with them. This radical empathy is the 
mark of those who carry the cross of Jesus Christ, who did not love from a distance, but 
became one with us in every way.  
 
 I will never forget the session of this church, back in 2004, when presented with 
the idea of Room in the Inn and told that one of the aspects of this ministry with persons 
experiencing homelessness was providing supper, quickly said, “Let’s do this on 
Wednesday nights.” One elder at the time said, “We don’t want to just feed them, we 
need to eat with them, help them feel a part of this family.”  
 

A few years later, when we were told that it was difficult to house women, we 
decided to answer that call every other week. Every year, I hear the same thing from our 
guests, that this church is one of their favorites, I’m sure partly because of the delicious 
meals, but also because they do not eat alone, segregated from the community – they are 
part of the community. Radical empathy, being with another in those places of pain and 
distress, advocating for those without a voice – this is the calling of the preacher in 
Hebrews and ours as well. I am grateful for the ways you have responded to this calling, 
and I know we have entertained angels unaware. 

 
The announcements continue, the mutual love moving to married lives. There is a 

calling to respect, to fidelity within marriage, a fidelity that matches the faithfulness of 
Christ in our lives. And guard also against the love of money, the preacher says; be 
content with what you have. As one writer says, “Community can be destroyed by love as 
much as by hate, loving the wrong person (adultery) or loving the wrong things 
(money).”  

 
The preacher looks at his bulletin again, to see if he’s missed anything. He’s 

covered outreach and fellowship with his call to hospitality; he’s taken care of mission 
with his summons to care for those in prison and those wounded by torture with radical 
empathy; and he’s touched on family ministries and ended with stewardship.  



 
These acts are responses to God’s grace, and they are the antidote to fear. The 

preacher reminds them that Jesus has said, “I will never leave you or forsake you.” If we 
believe that, we are freed to love, free to invest ourselves in caring for others with the 
deepest empathy, free to be faithful, and free to give and be content. We do not have to 
keep our hands clenched in the fist of fearfulness; we can open our hands in mutual love 
because of God’s great, generous love toward us.  

 
The preacher exclaims, “The Lord is my helper; I will not be afraid. What can 

anyone do to me?” And again, “Jesus is the same, yesterday, today, and forever.”  
 
Because we are not afraid, because Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and 

forever, we give thanks, we worship, we learn, we serve. Everything on that blue 
connection card, every announcement in your insert, is a response, is a giving thanks.  

 
I had not been pastor long here when I got a phone call from a church consulting 

agency. The person on the other end of the call seemed to have one agenda – to make me 
anxious. That wasn’t hard to do, since I was the new pastor after all, and felt all the 
pressure such an undertaking produces. He shared all the dire statistics about the 
declining mainline church, and how, if I wanted to avoid that mainline malaise as he put 
it, all I had to do was hire his firm and they would introduce this church to a system that 
had worked in 90 percent of the churches that had implemented it. The best part about it, 
he said, was that it was easy, low-risk, and had a money-back guarantee. 

 
I agreed to talk further, because, as I said, I was anxious to be successful. 

Fortunately, the price of this easy, no-risk, guaranteed-or-your-money-back program was 
just a little steep for the session at the time, and we declined. I was telling this story to 
one of my colleagues, and he said, “Well, you dodged a bullet.” “What do you mean,” I 
asked.  

 
“You should have known they were snake-oil salesmen when they told you it was 

no-risk. There’s nothing about following Jesus that’s low-risk.”  
 
Indeed. If the preacher in Hebrews has got his announcements right, if we have 

ours right, following Jesus will send us out boldly and unafraid, into radical hospitality, 
standing with the hurting and voiceless, practicing genuine faithfulness and simplicity, 
loving Jesus more than money or power or safety. Nothing low-risk about any of that, 
and yet it is the way to abundant life, as we continually offer a sacrifice of praise to God.  

 



We’ve heard the announcements. Don’t forget, we are followers of Jesus Christ. 
Let’s live like it. Amen 


