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Not only is it hard work preparing a sermon each week, but as those who have agreed to preach a sermon over the summer will attest, as with all things, we learn so much in the preparation....whether it be a meal, a Bible Study, an examination, a demonstration,  or a sermon for preaching.


After all these years in the church, can you imagine what I learned this week in preparing this sermon....yes, in fact you can teach an old dog a new trick or two....I learned why people go to church!  I must be a  very, very slow learner!


You have so many other choices, so many options, but you choose to go to church on Sunday mornings.  I get a few Sundays off work each year.  I know the joy of sleeping in on a Sunday morning, getting up slowly, reading a thick weekend paper with a good cup of strong coffee, or gathering with friends to go on a long morning bike ride, or driving off to some cute, schmooze little town for a great breakfast and poking around in some art galleries.  Lots and lots of ways you could spend your time on Sunday mornings.    I know that you have a lot of other options for what to do on a Sunday morning, so why do you and millions of others around the world choose worship?  One word - WELCOME!!

  You and I crave good experiences, and a warm welcome is a good experience.  Think for just a moment of arriving at someone's home, or to a store, or to a church, and not receiving a welcome.  How does that feel?   But what does it feel like to receive a wonderful welcome?  


You may not even realize it, or perhaps you never thought about it before, but the fact that you choose to worship, testifies to your desire to experience WELCOME.  Everyone wants that feeling....to feel welcomed, to be noticed, recognized, included...to feel like they belong.   Everyone wants to know, at least to some degree, that someone noticed and was glad to see them.  Perhaps, you choose to arrive at church on Sunday morning in order to receive a warm welcome from a particular person, or a group you are part of here, or even, dare I say it, from God.  Have you ever thought of experiencing a warm welcome from God on a Sunday morning?  Now you might protest.  You might argue that this never enters your mind, and I would be happy to believe that is true.  But show up some Sunday, and not get welcomed.  No one notices you.  No one smiles to you.  No one says,  “Hello”, “Nice to see you”, “Welcome”.  You come to church and you leave, and not one solitary person has acknowledged your presence.  You have not been made to feel welcome, and you had no sense that you and God had connected.      What would that feel like?  I know that many of you have experienced that somewhere at one time or another and it is, to say the least, no fun!

      If you are going to choose to show up for church somewhere, it is  very, very important  that you  feel welcomed,  by someone specifically, by the community in general, and most importantly, that you feel like you have been welcomed into the transforming presence of  a loving God.  


Looking at today's New Testament passage in context, we see that Jesus has just concluded what we call the Missionary Discourse.  He has called the 12 disciples and proceeds to teach them how to carry out their work of fishing for people.  “This is what your Mission is, this is how to do it, and these are some of the things you might expect to happen.”   He talks about the costs and the rewards of discipleship and then he goes on to say a thing or two about this notion of Welcome.


In ancient Israel, water was a precious commodity.  Hospitality was the greatest obligation during Biblical times and hosts were obliged to provide water for bathing and for drinking, shelter, food, protection.  Not to provide a warm, hospitable welcome was considered the most shaming of social errors and a great sin.  Messengers, and this included disciples, prophets and righteous people were travelling teachers and preachers in a hostile environment and a welcome with some essential hospitality, was necessary.  


Jesus mentions 'little ones' and the need to extend a warm, hospitable welcome to them.  Some commentators have suggested that this phrase was intended to connote not exclusively children, but 'ordinary people', as opposed to dignitaries or people of significant status.  Jesus goes so far as to imply that he might even come in the guise of one of the 'least of these'.  You and I welcome Jesus Christ as we extend a welcome to those who are vulnerable.  That is rather daunting is it not?    To extend a welcome to anyone is to extend a welcome to Jesus and to God, the one who sent Him.  Wow....an honour and a serious, perhaps overwhelming responsibility.....to welcome anyone, and everyone, is to welcome Jesus!  Did you ever consider this?  Yet as he says later in Matthew, when we offered water to the thirsty, care of the sick, a presence to the lonely, a listening ear to the imprisoned....we served Him....we did that for Him.  Daunting!  How do we stay keen and consistent about that?  


It may sound like common sense, but the very act of hospitality implies some risk.  In Jesus' day, it was risky to welcome followers of Jesus....He was a threat to the Jews and the religious authorities.  The 'reward' of offering a warm welcome, the down side of providing hospitality, might be persecution from the Roman authorities or the wider community.  Hospitality is lifted up as the bold work of God's grace and love.  There are times when even today, it may be considered risky in different ways, to offer hospitality.


Have you ever considered that?  Have you ever thought that when you smiled at someone, welcomed someone let someone know you are glad they came, that you were extending the grace and love of God?  If you have ever done that, you have been a conduit for the presence of God to live through you, into the life of a guest.  To welcome anyone, the least of all, is to welcome Jesus!  Quite astounding!  


The final point I want to touch on today from this passage is the part about accepting someone's help is as good as giving someone help.  I find that interesting.  Some people find it very difficult to receive....to receive  a compliment, a gift,  or a helping hand.  It makes some people feel vulnerable, or unworthy, or beholden.  Yet it is part of this movement to community which Jesus has always encouraged...to give, to receive, to commune, to be part of...it requires giving and it requires receiving.  Some of us are good at being givers.  Some of us are good at being receivers. Jesus calls us to be both...it is a blessing to give and it is also a blessing to receive. 


Someone has said that hospitality is lifted up as the bold work of God's saving love.

My challenge to you today is this.  There are people in this faith community with whom you comfortably socialize.  There are others who have never been to your home.  It is summer time....you know....as the song says...when the living is easy.

My challenge is, for you, as an act of Christian discipleship, as a way to lift up the bold work of God's saving love, as a way of welcoming and taking care of Jesus, over the course of the summer, to offer some hospitality, some welcome to  some people with whom you have never shared some leisure time.  Have a pot luck picnic at Phinney's Point, go for a cycle or a walk, and go see a show, have a back yard BBQ.

My hunch is, that if, right now, you were to look around the sanctuary and consider who these people for you might be, that it is a bit intimidating...both to extend the invitation and to receive an invitation from someone with whom you have not shared this kind of fellowship.    As Jesus called His disciples and equipped them for their ministry, it was not easy for them either, but it resulted in the growth of the early church.  I don't expect this to be easy for your...that is why it is called a challenge....a challenge to discipleship, a challenge to serve Christ, a challenge to build community, a challenge to offer  welcome, in the name of Christ.

Amen  
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