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I was at restaurant a couple of weeks ago, on the way to a conference in Chicago. I opened the door and walked
in, and a receptionist smiled at me. I think she could tell I was unfamiliar with the place because she pointed out where to
order and said, if I found a seat, they’d bring my food to my table. I smiled back and said thank you. I was a stranger in
the city but in a simple way, she made me feel welcomed.
At the end of his instructions to his disciples as he sends them on his mission, Jesus talks with them a very simple
thing. He wants them to be welcomed because he wants to be welcomed. He says, “Anyone who welcomes you welcomes
me, and anyone who welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me.”
If you came today with questions about who God is, this is something to hear: God is the one who sent Jesus. And
the reason God sent Jesus into the world was so we would welcome God and all the restoration God gives in God’s
kingdom.
In our summer preaching we’ve been listening to how Jesus is sending his followers on the same mission God gave
him. He’s told them, go to those that are lost and announce God’s kingdom is near. He’s given them God’s power and his
own authority to “heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse those who have leprosy, drive out demons.” Let no one say Jesus
asked his followers to live a small life! “Freely you have received;” Jesus told them, so “freely give.”
So the mission of Jesus sends us into the world with hearts and hands open to God and others.
This is why, in the mission of Jesus, churches need to have more than just mission statements and signs by the
road that say, “All Are Welcome.” Jesus would make our lives to be signs that God is saying to people, “Come with your
sickness. Come with what feels like the death of you. Come with how you feel filthy. Come with your demons,” because
God would receive you with all that burden and bring you into the restoration God’s giving in Jesus. Churches that serious
about Jesus’ mission are radically welcoming people.
But get this: in his final mission instructions, Jesus says a curious and maybe even more radical thing than “be
welcoming.” He says that he will be welcomed, and God will be welcomed, when others welcome his disciples. And maybe
putting yourself in a place where you’re looking for others to welcome you is more challenging than doing the welcoming
yourself.
If we look back in chapter 10 we see some of why it was so important for the disciples to be welcomed by others.
Jesus was sending them out with next to nothing. He said, “Workers deserve to be fed, so don’t gather gold or silver or
copper coins for your money belts to take on your trips. Don’t take a backpack for the road or two shirts or sandals or a
walking stick.” He sends them into the world in a state of vulnerability. If they don’t receive a welcome, they’ll have no
bed at night. No dinner or breakfast. So when they go and tend the needs of others they are required show up needy
themselves.
So, let’s think about that. Churches can be pretty good at asking how to meet the needs of the community. But
how often do we dare to show up to others we don’t associate with church with need of our own? Jesus is telling us that the
church’s mission isn’t just about welcoming people into church. It’s about getting out of the church with lives that others
want in their own because that’s how Jesus will come to them.
Once when I was sixteen, I was desperate for a welcome. I was on a weeklong Boy Scout backpacking trip in the
Rocky Mountains. It was the next to the last day of the trek and as evening fell one of our the adult leaders hadn’t made
camp. It turned out he just missed the campsite, hiked all the way out to the trailhead, and spent the night in a hotel. But
we didn’t know this. So we sat in camp worrying about where he was and what we should do.

We decided my dad and the man’s son would hike up the trail looking for him. I’d hike out the last five miles and
get some help. So as night fell, it was me, the dark woods, my flashlight, and Psalm 119. I just kept singing and singing,
“Thy Word is a lamp unto my feet and a light unto my path.”
I came to the end of the trail and saw headlights snaking down the mountain. I went to the road, waved my arms,
and a truck with a camper shell stopped. I shared our situation with the husband, wife and two kids inside. They offered to
take me to a nearby lodge. I got in and went. I don’t know if I was more relieved that someone had stopped and welcomed
me or horrified that I was hitchhiking in the mountains of Colorado.
Close to midnight I knocked on the door of the lodge, just standing there with my backpack that held a bit of food,
a little water, a few dollars, and clothes that needed more than one washing. I man with sleep on his face opened the door
and listened to me explain our trouble. He opened the door wider and let me in. A total stranger. I walked in side equal
parts relieved and terrified.
After a phone call to a ranger station, a search and rescue leaflet drop, and communication through a pack mule
outfitter, things got sorted out and by mid-morning our whole group was together again. But more than the good ending, I
remember feeling so vulnerable. I’m not sure I’ve ever been more grateful for a welcome. The mission I was sent on that
night depended on it––on both the vulnerability and the welcome.
Jesus’ followers need to live seeking welcome because that’s how someone else is going to receive Jesus and,
therefore, God. If you are a follower of Jesus, he isn’t expecting your success on his mission to come for your capability but
your vulnerability. It’s like Jesus is saying to us that if we are going to be part of how God is entering a lost world, we have
to be willing to show up to others with need of our own, in touch with how we ourselves are simply lost without God.
We’re coming on Independence Day. The longer I live the more I appreciate this holiday, how it celebrates the
bravery of our founders in putting their lives on the line for freedom. Those signers of the Declaration of Independence
and all the women and men that supported them, they were people with a mission. But they couldn’t have done what they
did without becoming vulnerable. They were, some of them literally, losing their lives for the freedom of others.
God sends Jesus for the world’s true freedom and restoration. In him, God gives liberation greater than any nation
can secure. But how does God show up in Jesus? As a helpless infant needing welcome. Do we hear? Jesus is asking us, his
followers, to enter the world the same way he did.
He says, “Whoever welcomes a prophet as a prophet will receive a prophet’s reward, and whoever welcomes a
righteous person as a righteous person will receive a righteous person’s reward. And if anyone gives even a cup of cold
water to one of these little ones who is my disciple, truly I tell you, that person will certainly not lose their reward.”
Jesus the greatest of prophets and the truly righteous one came as a “little one.” And that’s the way he still comes
through his followers. Jesus didn’t only come as a little one in his birth but all across his life and especially in his death.
Living, Jesus was better welcomed by the sick, the friendless, and discounted than by the connected and self-assured––
people lived concerned with having their lives together. As a little one who only comes in humility, Jesus reveals that
you’re never more lost than when you think aren’t lost at all.
And as Jesus was dying on the cross, giving God’s ultimate welcome, receiving all the world’s sins and sinners into
himself, he appeared as the ultimate lost person. The ultimate vulnerable person. In Jesus’ cross, God was making it
possible for the world that was shutting him out finally to welcome him.
If you are Jesus’ follower, it means God wants to reach someone through you. It won’t be from having the right
answers or just the thing to say. You may not feel like a heroic evangelist. Because God will be welcomed when you live on
the level of someone else’s need. The welcome will come when you let yourself be loved someone else who, in loving you,
learns to love Jesus and receives his restoration.
This means so much for the church’s mission? At the very least it means that Jesus’ people need to come across as
likeable. Better still, Jesus’ followers need to be lovable to those that don’t know Jesus. Because Jesus means to be loved
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through them. Never as holier than thou, not as “I’ve got it together people,” those whose own need makes them safe to
let in to the struggles of others.
Because we remember who Jesus’ disciples were going to: The sick. Those whose lives feel deadened. Those that
others won’t welcome. In a word: those who are lost. And if you look hard enough you see that’s everyone, even the
person you see in the mirror.
Which brings us finally to Jesus’ words right before today’s text: “Whoever does not take up their cross and follow
me is not worthy of me. Whoever finds their life will lose it, and whoever loses their life for my sake will find it.”
God deeply desires that we would find him in our lives and give him welcome. The place where you feel you’re
losing your life tends to be the place where God gets in. And from there, God has designs to be welcomed by someone else
through you. If it’s a welcome that comes from what you and I have to give, the first thing we have to give us ourselves, to
be taken in by another. The best way to share Jesus, is to let yourselves be welcomed into someone else’s life. Amen.
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