Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost (Sep. 22, 2024)
Warm welcome to All!

35 He sat down, called the twelve, and said to them, “Whoever wants to be first must be last
of all and servant of all.”” 36 Then he took a little child and put it among them, and taking it
in his arms he said to them, 37 “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me,
and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.” (Mark 9:35-37)

When | travel alone around the USA or to other countries for conferences, meetings, or
other occasions, | often attend multiple worship services each Sunday. One day, during a
Tagalog worship service in Manila, | felt a profound sense of God’s presence that
transcended language. It was a deeply touching and tearful moment shared with everyone
there. These visits, regardless of time and place, give me a rich understanding of different
worship styles, expressions of faith, and the warmth of various communities.

I gladly do this because I believe worship is at the heart of a congregation’s life and
ministry. Without focusing on worship, all other ministries are like the Gospel without
Christ or a spiritual life without prayer.!

Whenever | visit new churches, | always pay close attention to how warmly people greet
me or if they seem indifferent. Some churches make me feel so welcome that | want to
return, while others leave me feeling the opposite. Some congregations invite visitors to
stand and be recognized, while others do not, instead inviting everyone to join in a
“passing of the peace” where worshippers greet those around them. Nowadays, many
newcomers don’t seem to like being recognized during worship, but either way, they can
easily feel whether they are welcome or left out.

Welcoming newcomers should be a natural part of our congregational and personal lives,
not just a technique. It’s about treating others as if they were Christ and seeing Christ in
them.

Jesus and his twelve disciples returned to a house in Capernaum in Galilee. On the way
back, Jesus heard his disciples arguing about who was the greatest. He told them,
“Whoever wants to be first must be last and serve everyone.” Then, Jesus cradled a little
child in his arms and said to his disciples, “Whoever welcomes one such child in my
name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent
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me.

To understand this scene, we need to know that in Jesus’ time, children were often seen
as unimportant, almost like non-persons. They were the most vulnerable, often

1] adopted (and adapted) Henri Nouwen’s wording.



overlooked, and marginalized. For Jesus’ disciples, welcoming a child would have
seemed almost unimaginable. In this way, in the Gospel of Mark, Jesus taught his
disciples to welcome the overlooked and often ignored, challenging the social and
religious norms of his time. This scene reminds me of my time as a field education
student at Saint Francis House, a day shelter for the unhoused in downtown Boston.
Volunteers at the soup kitchen often shared that one of the most challenging tasks was
learning to genuinely serve the people with dignity and respect.

Hospitality is at the core of the Gospel. Jesus welcomed everyone as God’s beloved,
regardless of their social or religious status or labels:

« Jesus welcomed children.

« Jesus touched those considered unclean and outcasts.

« Jesus ate with tax collectors.

« Jesus spoke with Samaritan women, breaking down the gender and racial barriers,
breaking down the wall of hostility.

« Jesus practiced radical love and acceptance of others.

« And, Jesus died for sinners, which means all of us.

Jesus presented a child as an example to teach that the greatest people are those who
show radical love and acceptance to everyone, treating them with dignity and respect. He
said, “Whoever welcomes a child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me
welcomes the one who sent me.”

| also like theologian William Barclay’s explanation that is practical and easy to apply in
everyday life. He said, it’s easy to be friends with people who can help us and avoid
those who need our help. We often seek out people with power and ignore those who are
powerless. But Jesus teaches us the opposite, inviting us to seek out those we can help,
because by doing so, we are welcoming Jesus. This is another way of saying, “As you did
it to one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did it to me” (Matt.
25:40).2

This morning, I invite you to warmly embrace Jesus’ call to extend hospitality to
everyone, here and now, in this sanctuary. Although there will be many other welcoming
occasions in our daily lives, let us focus — right now — on how to become a more
welcoming congregation, especially during worship.

God begins worship. God calls and welcomes us to worship. Worship is about the
constant interplay of God’s call and our response. From Gathering to Sending Forth, the

2| paraphrased William Barclay’s wording. William Barclay was a professor of Biblical Criticism at the University of
Glasgow.



flow of worship is about God’s call and our response. We may want to say to visitors,
newcomers, or long-time members that God welcomes them at every moment, and so do
we. We are called to welcome everyone from the heart. Just as hospitality is at the core of
the Gospel, it is extremely important in every worship service. No wonder Ruth C. Duck,
a renowned worship scholar, said, “An attitude of hospitality is a prime characteristic of a
worship leader.”

“Welcoming Ministry,” a training handbook from UM Communications for becoming a
more hospitable congregation, mentions that a welcoming ministry is a vital missional
initiative to share the Good News of God’s redeeming love for all people. | agree with the
handbook that the ministry of welcome is not the responsibility of a few people or a
committee; it is the responsibility of the entire church family.

According to the manual, the following are “bare minimums” and need to be firmly in
place to become a welcoming and hospitable church:

(1) Greeters have the special ability to make everyone feel welcome and appreciated.
They are the front line for welcoming God’s guests. They ask, “How can I serve
you?”

(2) Ushers are your hosts. They make sure guests and members are seated
comfortably and to their liking and needs.

(3) The congregation engages people they don’t know in conversation, even if those
people are members. It’s as simple as, “Hi, my name is . I don’t think
we’ve met. What’s your name?”

(4) The pastor and core leadership team creates a worship atmosphere that exudes the
excitement of having a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. They make it a
point to greet members and newcomers after the service.

You may notice that there are things you and I need to make more intentional efforts in
this way. The manual also says that the pitfall for many churches is that they think they
are friendly because they are friendly to each other.

We can’t cover the entire manual today, but I’d like to share some key suggestions from
another UM guidebook I often use for training, titled “Beyond 30 Seconds.” This
guidebook was a crucial resource when designing and publishing the “Welcoming
Ministry” manual. It offers practical tips and insights on how to create a truly welcoming
environment in our congregation. These are some of its suggestions.

« Ask God to give our church open hearts, minds, and doors for all visitors, guests,
newcomers and seekers.

3 Ruth C. Duck, Worship for the Whole People of God.



« Pray for opportunities to get to know the new people in our congregation.

« Pray for God to increase our responsiveness when the Holy Spirit prompts us to
reach out beyond our comfort zone in welcoming others.

« Ask God to show us what beliefs and prejudices get in the way of welcoming others.

« Welcome people simply to show hospitality, without expecting anything in return.

» Show acceptance through smiles and kind attitudes, embracing everyone just as they
are.

« Welcoming means accepting everyone, regardless of differing beliefs or other
differences.

« Remember that all people are important to God.

« Be generous with your time, attention, food, and kindness.

« Care for all visitors, guests, newcomers and seekers as you would for Christ.

« Finally, the most important tool for welcoming is listening. Bring your “open heart”
and “open mind,” suspend judgment, and be ready to hear whatever others want to
say.

Welcoming ministry begins in your pew on Sunday, talking to everyone you don’t know
within ten feet and introducing new people to others around you. I strongly encourage
you, for three minutes, to talk ‘only’ to people you don’t know. If friends come up to you,
introduce the newcomers to them, too.

Sometimes, like Jesus’ disciples, we think we are the greatest and seek compliments and
admiration. We argue about who has done more in our faith journey—attending church
the longest, contributing the most, serving as leaders, caring for others, or fighting for
justice and peace. These are all important, but Jesus, holding a child, calls us to be last
and humbly serve everyone. He reminds us that by welcoming a child or anyone who is
socially invisible and marginalized in His name, we are welcoming Jesus and God who
sent Him.

Let us pray: Holy God, loving and open, You desire all people to be in relationship with
You. Guide us to reflect Your openness—welcoming others with our open hearts, minds,
and doors—so that we may become Spirit-filled people who welcome and embrace all
who seek You through Christ. And all God’s people say, Amen!*

4 UM Communications, Welcoming Ministry (training handbook) adapted.



