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Scripture:  Joshua 24:14-15

                   Matthew 10:40-42     

Our scripture reading from Matthew is one of the passages offered for today in the Common Lectionary.  The lectionary, as I’ve mentioned before, is the ecumenical resource for preachers that guides the church at large through the Bible passage by passage over a three-year cycle.

More often than not, it is the first place I go when I begin thinking about the Sunday sermon, and that is for a variety of reasons.  Because preachers worldwide do the same, the lectionary serves as the same guide through scripture as is being used in thousands of other churches on any given Sunday.  There is something to be said for that unity of thought and prayer.  

The lectionary also offers an objective approach to preaching scripture, one that keeps any preacher from cherry picking scripture to suit his or her agenda, theology or personal preferences.  Finally, I’ve found it to be an approach that leads to the intersection of the word of God and the ways of our world with an often uncanny sense of timing.

That is most of the time.  As I deepen my relationships with you and walk among others in our city and the world, I may choose another approach on a given Sunday that seems more appropriate for what we as a church and world are experiencing.

But, there are weeks for any preacher when the selections in the lectionary text fall flat.  And that’s where I thought we were when I began considering the passage of Matthew that we read a moment ago.

These two paragraphs come relatively early in Matthew’s account of Christ’s time on earth.  They are part of a much longer discourse in which Jesus gives the twelve apostles authority and charges them with their mission.  You might think about it as the pre-game locker room talk before the apostles take the field.

The apostles hear clearly that what they have signed up for is not going to be easy. In the verses that precede today’s passage, Christ speaks plainly about the costs of discipleship.  At the same time, Christ reassures them that they are going out under God’s protective hand.  

Today’s verses conclude Jesus’ discourse to the disciples.  He emphasizes that they are going out in his name and will be received by believing households just as if those households were receiving the God of the Trinity.  The first verse of this passage says it:

“Whoever welcomes you welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me.”  (Matthew 10: 40)

The word for hospitality does not appear but these verses are, nonetheless, often taken as a general encouragement to practice hospitality as a Christian virtue.  Christ’s words, however, go further.  His assurance to the apostles is that they will be received and welcomed in his name.  And, because the Gospel was written for a first-century audience after Christ’s crucifixion, the author of Matthew may also be encouraging all Christians to receive those who were at that time traveling and preaching the gospel of their resurrected Lord. 

For the most part, though, many of the best minds of the church have left it there, without exploring or elaborating on these verses any more deeply. Scholars and commentators have devoted a good deal of effort and attention to the Christ’s entire set of instructions that span several versus preceding today’s passage.  But few of those that I often check had focused on these three verses as a standalone passage, as the lectionary served them up for this week.

I read them and read them again and again and tried to listen for a word from the Lord that would speak to us this week.  And just when I began to think I might look elsewhere for that word, it began to appear, which, I am finding, is the way that this mysterious business of preaching works sometimes.

There in the newspapers Tuesday morning were the results of an interesting study by the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life.  Perhaps you read or heard something about it.

The survey found a broad religious tolerance in America that many religious experts didn’t expect.  The headline was that seventy percent of religious Americans said that many religions can lead to eternal life, not just their own.

Among Christians, 57% of evangelicals agreed with that statement and 79% of Catholics did.  What’s more, this trend toward broader tolerance spans multiple faiths. Eighty percent of Jews, Hindus and Buddhists agree that their faith was not the only way to salvation as do more than half of the Muslims surveyed.

*         *           * 

Several experts reacted to the survey findings with surprise.

Rev. Tom Reese, a senior fellow at the Woodstock Theological Center at Georgetown University in Washington, D.C., said this:

“What most people are saying is, ‘Hey, we don’t have a hammer-lock on God or salvation, and God’s bigger than us and we should respect that and respect other people.’ “

Do I hear an “Amen?”

As this church seeks to build a diverse and open community of faith, one that seeks to build relationships and understanding across religious lines that is indeed encouraging news.  

In a world where our divisions, disagreements and disputes are so deeply entrenched, this is indeed a remarkable finding.  In a world weary of violence and military conflict in the name of religion and ideology, this is a healing balm.  In a world where hope for peace amid pluralism seemed to be waning, hope springs anew.

Or does it?

You see, there were other reactions to the survey results.

Remember: The survey found that people of many different faiths believe that faiths other than their own can lead to salvation. 

So, some other experts claimed that, if anything, the survey only shows that we Americans really don’t know what we believe. They say that we are bending too far in the name of tolerance … at risk of abandoning what our respective faiths call us to believe.

“It could be that people are not very well educated and they are not expressing mature theological points of view,” said Todd Johnson, director of the Center for the Study of Global Christianity at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, in the New York Times.  “It could also be a bland form of secularism. The real challenge to religious leaders is not to become more entrenched in their views, but to navigate the idea of what their religion is all about and how it relates to others.”

To quote Sarah from last week’s sermon, “Uh, oh.”

Living faithfully – and peacefully - in the 21st century really IS as hard as we thought, isn’t it?  According to this second set of experts, we should stand firm by what’s not negotiable about our faith AND, at the same, find common ground with people of other faiths.

To put a fine point on it, the question for us Christians is this: How do we, with knowledge and integrity, profess faith in Christ, who said “I am the way, the truth and the life” …  and, at the same time, seek to live in respect and understanding with those who understand God and salvation in ways that aren’t just different from ours, but downright contradictory in some cases? 

That is a very big question – one that deserves not just one but many sermons. And lots of study. And even more prayer.

But perhaps part of the answer is this:

As Christians, we should be in the welcoming business – in the name of God.

As for the salvation business, we should leave that up to God.

      *        *        *

To welcome another person in the name of God, as our passage from Matthew says, is to welcome God.  To offer another person a cup of water in God’s name – as our scripture instructs – is to do the same for Christ. That much we can do.

One of the lessons I’ve learned in my first few weeks is that something as simple as a cup of water still matters.  As an urban church, close to the center city and to several bus routes, we have a somewhat steady flow of people who knock on the office doors looking for help.

They may be hungry. They may be between jobs. They may be looking for bus fare, perhaps to get to a job interview.  Or they may be looking for a sucker to give them cash in response to a sob story … so they can use that money to get a drink or a hit.

In my short time here, we’ve had all of the above.  

So, at the last meeting of the Mission Committee, we had a good discussion of how the church should respond according to a Gospel that teaches care for the hungry, the poor and the oppressed.  When those claiming need show up at our door, how do we welcome them as Christ commands in the same discourse as today’s passage – in a way that is as “wise as serpents and innocent as doves?” 

We are still working on the final answer.  But, in my early experience, I’ve already found that you can tell a lot about a person by how they react when you offer them a simple drink of water. 

And what about beyond our doors?  How do we welcome others into the realm of the Gospel in our broader mission outreach? 

In your bulletins, you will find a draft of a theological framework and statement of purpose for our Mission Committee.  A little later, Committee Chair Beth Van Gorp will take a minute for mission to discuss how the committee arrived at this framework as a way to inform our mission work for the years to come.  We want your input and opinions, and Beth is going to tell us all more about that.

There is no uncertainty that God calls us to faithfully proclaim God’s love for the world shown in the life and sacrifice of Christ Jesus for our sins.  And we at Caldwell have many opportunities ahead to respond to that call – not just in our mission work, but in our worship, our fellowship, our Christian education, our congregational care and our stewardship of this church campus.

Perhaps, though, part of the answer to how we balance the convictions of our faith with the goal of living in tolerance with others is simply by practicing a welcoming faith in all we do.

Maybe that is what hospitality looks like in this wide-open, multi-cultural, multi-faith world of ours: To let our actions speak for themselves; to serve others as Christ instructed; and, to practice what we preach rather than insisting, as the professor said, that we have a hammerlock on God and salvation. 

In the name of the God who created people of all faiths and who calls each one of us by name – regardless of what we call God …. Amen.
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