
Pastor Joel presented this sermon on the Twenty-fifth Sunday of Ordinary Time, September
20, 2015.  Based on the passages from James 3:13-4:3, 7-8a and Mark 9:30-37, it is entitled
"The Gift of Welcome."

In our gospel reading, Jesus and the
disciples are walking through Galilee, apparently in
some sparsely populated areas where no one would
know him, because he wants some time to be alone
with them and to teach them.

For the second time, he tells them of the
forthcoming passion of the Son of Man, that is, of
himself.  That he will be betrayed, handed over to
his adversaries, be killed and then after 3 days, rise
from death.  But as throughout Mark's gospel, the
disciples do not understand, they don't comprehend
what he is talking about.  But out of fear, they
remain silent, and do not dare to ask him what he
means.

They reach Capernaum and there he asks
them about an argument they were having along the
way.  Again, they remain silent.  Probably
embarrassed, perhaps even fearful again, that he
might rebuke them, because they were arguing
about which of them was the greatest.  

However, he seems to know what they had
been speaking of.  Maybe he overheard enough of
the conversation to put it all together.  It would be
hard to imagine that as they all walked together,
that Jesus would not have been able to hear them
fighting with each other, like a group of high school
age boys going at it over who made the best play in
the football game or who all the girls think is the
coolest.  You know boys.

That's kind of the way I envision these
disciples of Jesus in Mark.  They may not
necessarily be that young, but they seem immature,
unready to understand or be ready to fulfill the role
he is asking them to take on.  Not comprehending
the seriousness and the responsibility that will be
required as they continue to follow in his way.  Not
understanding that being aligned with this teacher,
this self-proclaimed Son of Man, the one Peter has
already confessed as the Christ, will require a
giving up of the self, a relinquishing of a life that

puts themselves at the center, a striving to be the
greatest, a desire to be better than others.  No, this
teacher is asking much more than they are aware of.

So he sits them down and teaches them.  "If
any one would be first, he must be last of all and
servant of all."  Servant of all?!

Can you imagine a bunch of football jocks
hearing that?  If you want to be the top player on my
team, you have to be like . . . like who?  The quarter
back?  No, lower.  The tight end?  No, lower.  The
center who hikes the ball to the quarterback?  No,
keep going.  The kicker?  The second string guys
who are sitting on the bench?  No.  You aren't
getting this.  You have to be like . . .  the equipment
manager.  You know, the guy who has to pick up all
the stuff in the locker room and off the field after
the players are done with practice.  The guy who
gets no respect from the rest of the team, the
cheerleaders or the rest of the student body.  The
one the players yell at to get them some gator-aid
or an ice pack for their injury, or another towel for
them to wipe their off their sweat.  The one lowest
on the totem pole.

And then he takes a little kid, one who is
really at the bottom of the totem pole in their
culture, a vulnerable, powerless, voiceless child,
and says to them, "Whoever welcomes one such
child in my name, welcomes me, and whoever
welcomes me, welcomes not me but the one who
sent me."

Do you get it?  The world Jesus is talking
about, the ones he wants on his team are those who
can identify with the least, the smallest, the
weakest, the poorest, the most vulnerable.  They are
those who are capable of truly welcoming those
who need welcoming the most.

A true welcome necessitates humility. 
Those who want to strive to be the best on this team
of Jesus' must be "last of all and servant of all."  



True welcome, is less like, a maitre d' at a
fancy restaurant who looks you up and down if
you're not wearing the appropriate attire, telling you
to wait while she checks in some other, better
dressed people, while deciding whether or not to let
you in; and more like the host of a house party who,
upon seeing you come to the door, throws her arms
around you and plants a big kiss on your cheek,
taking you by the arm and leading you to the food
table, putting a glass in your hand and saying with
great pride and joy to all the other guests in the
house, "This is my dear friend!  Welcome him!"  

We are called to hear this lesson from Jesus. 
To learn a humility that allows us to identify with
anyone we meet, most of all the lowly.  However, it
is not a humility that is self-defacing, that sees one's
self as insufficient or insignificant.  It is rather, a
humility that is confident and strong.  Think about
that.  A humility, an understanding of one's self that
does not place you above or below another, that is
confident enough that you are not threatened or
frightened by anyone or anything else.  A frame of
mind that sees an equality among all and that strives
to provide a place of safety, of acceptance, a place
of welcome for those who enter your presence.  

We live in a time when the concept of
"Welcome" may be one of the most needed things
in the world!  In a society where our politics are
extremely divisive and demonizing of opponents; in
a world where refugees are fleeing for their lives
but finding razor sharp fencing and police and
military units turning them away; in a world where
race, religion, sexual identity and so many other
things, can still, in the 21st century, get you into
trouble, can get you ostracized, beat up, or even
killed;  in such a time, we need so much to provide
places of welcome and to teach what it means to
live lives of true welcome, of love and compassion
and acceptance and equality.  This is one of the
great challenges of our time!

In the church, "Welcome" isn't just a nice
thing we can do.  The way we welcome others into
our midst, sets a tone.  It establishes the emotional
environment into which that person is entering. 

The way we welcome, tells a person a lot about who
we are, what we are about.  

If someone enters our door and is not
greeted by anyone, is left to try and figure out what
is going on here on their own, have to find a place
to sit and receives no attention or friendly response
from anyone, they might assume that we are a
bunch of uncaring, self-centered people.

But if someone comes in, is greeted by a
friendly face, a warm handshake, is greeted with a
bulletin and offered a place to sit by another, is
introduced to others after the service, invited to
fellowship time and treated like they are important,
valued, and immediately part of the family, then
they may begin to feel the way Jesus was saying we
should make each other feel.

Welcome also doesn't only affect the one
entering, but those who are already here.  If we try
to provide a place of welcome and acceptance for
others, we ourselves will benefit from that same
environment.  We too begin to feel accepted, cared
for, loved, because the air begins to exude the same
atmosphere to all.  It is a gift from God, a shared
gift, that grows the more we give it.

And as we prepare to discuss our front steps
and what we are going to do with them, we need to
consider how our building can offer a sense of
welcome and invitation to others.  Are our
entrances barriers to some, hazards to cross, or are
they beautiful and open to everyone?

From the church's earliest times, the
teachings of welcome, of hospitality, of invitation,
greeting and acceptance have been at the heart of
who we are.  Jesus said, "Whoever welcomes one
such child in my name, welcomes me, and whoever
welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent
me."  When we welcome one another, we invite the
very presence of God into our midst.  May this
become one of our most defining characters,
making us a people who share God's gift of
welcome.  Amen.


