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 The life of faith, and life in general, is not about finding all the answers; it is about asking 

the right question. 

So, after hearing our short text from Matthew’s gospel this morning, the obvious question 

to ask is: “What does it mean to be a welcoming church?” 

In the life of faith, in the task we each have of being theologians, and in life in general, 

the obvious, knee-jerk question is sometimes, dare I say, often, the wrong question. 

So the question, “What does it mean to be a welcoming church?” is the wrong question to 

ask. In fact, the church’s often obsessive impulse in this direction misses the whole point of what 

it means to be “Church.” 

 Pastor, are you suggesting that we should not be a welcoming church? Are you 

suggesting that we shouldn’t be working to make worship accessible to members and visitors 

alike? Are you suggesting that we shouldn’t be social distancing and wearing these infernal 

masks so that as many people as possible feel like they can come gather in the same way we so 

desire to gather? That we should give up having greeters and ushers with warm, friendly smiles, 

that we should give up coffee and treats after church and all fellowship activities, and all 

activities that invite the “people out there” into “here”?  

 No, I am not suggesting that we should give up these activities. 

 But, I am suggesting that we need to stop thinking of ourselves as a welcoming church. 

Our identity as the body of Christ in this place is not tied up in how welcoming we are. In fact, 

our identity has absolutely nothing to do with being welcoming; our identity has everything to do 
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with the fact that we are the ones who are welcomed. We are not a welcoming church; we are a 

church who is welcomed. To borrow language from this congregation’s mission statement, we 

don’t claim, gather, and send other people; we are the ones who are claimed, gathered, and sent. 

 Listen again to these three verses from Matthew’s gospel this morning: 

“Whoever welcomes you welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes the one 
who sent me. Whoever welcomes a prophet in the name of a prophet will receive a 
prophet’s reward; and whoever welcomes a righteous person in the name of a righteous 
person will receive the reward of the righteous; 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.”1 
 

This text is often lifted up as the “hospitality text.” How do we go about welcoming visitors (and 

I hope the people who say this also mean members of the church) into our midst? But it has 

nothing at all to do with that. Jesus is not instructing his disciples to be welcoming. Rather, Jesus 

is painting a picture of what the kingdom of heaven is all about: a reality in which the disciples, 

and we ourselves, are the welcomed ones. 

 You see, it is easy for us to be welcoming; it involves very little sacrifice and work, and 

almost no risk. As the ones who are doing the welcoming, we hold all the power. We get to be 

here on our home turf. We get to make the decisions as to who we are going to welcome and 

when we are going to welcome them. We get to control what we want others to hear, experience, 

see, eat, drink, etc. We get to subject them to our likes, our opinions, our perspectives. We get to 

determine the “who, what, where, when, how, and why” of welcoming, and are free to change 

and adapt any of these criteria whenever we choose. Anyone can be welcoming. In fact, I would 

argue that there are many secular places and organizations that are far better at being welcoming 

than the church. Don’t believe me? Put a Packers jersey on and head to Lambeau Field on a 

Sunday. That is welcoming, and you get good beer and fresh Wisconsin cheese curds to boot! 

 
1 Mt. 10:40-42 (NRSV). 
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 But what does it mean to be welcomed? 

 To be welcomed is a completely different experience. It involves risking a lot, because 

when you are the one who is being welcomed, you find yourself at the mercy of the one who is 

doing the welcoming. You are in a foreign environment. The welcomer may tell you to “make 

yourself at home,” but it never does feel quite like home, does it? We have no control over the 

content of our time of being welcomed, often little control of when it begins and ends, and have 

absolutely no control of who might be the “others” that are being welcomed alongside of us. We 

do not, in any way, control the “who, what, where, when, how, and why” of being welcomed. To 

be the ones who are welcomed, we find ourselves to be completely vulnerable. 

 And who here likes to be vulnerable? 

 But think about it for a moment. Isn’t that what the kingdom of heaven is all about? 

Remember, we are called to proclaim the good news: “the kingdom of heaven has come near.” 

We are called to proclaim the good news, the good news that began for us in the waters of 

baptism. What is this good news? The good news is that we are in fact fragile, vulnerable 

creatures. The good news is that we are in fact the person that we so often try to hide from other 

people and even from our selves. The good news is that we are in fact selfish, petulant, greedy 

creatures who are fundamentally only concerned about ourselves. The good news is that we in 

fact spend our entire lives trying to prove our worth, our value, our very existence to everyone 

around us. How is this good news!?!?! It’s good news because, despite all of this, GOD 

WELCOMES US! THAT’S THE GOOD NEWS! God looks at you, at me, at us, and sees the 

fragile, vulnerable, selfish, greedy people that we are, wandering aimlessly through this thing we 

call life, and welcomes us. And it is unlike any welcome that we ourselves can give, because 

God empties God’s self of all power, and becomes a fragile, vulnerable human in Jesus. It is to 
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this God that we are joined in baptism. It is this God who loves, who forgives, who reconciles, 

who gives us our worth, our value and our existence. And it is this God who does all of this not 

because of who we are, but because of whose we are. 

We may build the building. We may give of our time and money for the ministry of this 

congregation and the larger church. We may be very welcoming to all. I hope we are. We are 

called to be welcoming. Absolutely. But what makes this place different from any other place? It 

is God, in Jesus Christ. It is not our Church; it is Christ’s Church. We are not the ones who 

welcome others; we and others are welcomed by God. And as God’s welcomed ones, we simply 

bear witness, together, as a community, to this reality. 

God welcomes. God welcomes all. Who is this God? This is a God: 

who dwells in love in our lives. 
who teaches us all what forgiveness looks like and how to forgive. 
who brings unity in Jesus. 
who speaks words of prophetic justice. 
who stirs in us, through the Holy Spirit, ways to live the kingdom. 
who call us to witness to the cross of Christ, which is God’s power. 
who invites all to the table of salvation. 
who empowers us to serve and teach. 
who is seen and known in the face and being of all things. 
who stares death in the face and laughs. 
who names and claims us. 
who treasures us. 
who laughs with us. 
who cries with us. 
who gives us the voice to cry out for God’s justice 
who welcomes.  
All. 
 

All are welcome, all are welcome, all are welcome in this place, by a God whose welcome has 

no limits, whose welcome is forgiveness, healing, wholeness, and life—abundant life—for a 

world that God loves. 


