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Welcome.  Welcome to Saint Peter’s. We are so glad you are here.   

 

Welcome.  It’s a word churches use pretty frequently.  Starting with “The Episcopal Church Welcomes 

You” down to individual churches we stress welcoming.  But what does that word really mean?  What 

does it mean to welcome someone? Well, in the church welcoming might mean we greet you with a 

smile and a hand shake.  It might mean we ask your name.  It might even mean we let you sit in our 

favorite pew.  Here’s the funny thing.  Every church I’ve ever visited tells me that they are friendly and 

welcoming.  Statistics alone tells us that can’t be true.  If it were the Episcopal Church would be 

growing like gang busters.  And what about you?  Did you always feel welcome when you were a visitor 

in a church?  Me neither.  It seems that welcoming is harder in practice than in theory.    

 

In contrast, in today’s Gospel Jesus teaches us what it means to truly welcome someone.  To him 

welcoming is so much more than a friendly greeting.  It means meeting a person where they are.   

Welcoming means voluntarily giving up your privilege and position as an insider for the sake of an 

outsider… setting aside your power in order to accommodate them rather than asking that they change to 

accommodate you.  When you think about it this way, welcoming becomes a truly generous and humble 

act.  Jesus dedicated his ministry to breaking down the difference between insiders and outsiders, 

between those with power and those without it. That the last shall be first and the first shall be last and 

all that sort of thing. The problem is that this is totally counter intuitive for us. Even his own disciples 

never really got it.   

 

They demonstrate their lack of understanding again in today’s Gospel.  As they travel through Galilee 

the disciples bicker among themselves about which one of them is the greatest.  Like kids arguing in the 

backseat, they poke and prod at each other, trying to prove that they are the greatest.  The absurdity of it 

all is that Jesus had just spent the morning trying to help them understand that he, the Son of Man, must 

first be killed in order that he might then rise again.  But not only do the disciples fail to understand the 

sacrificial nature of Jesus’ divine love, they act out the exact opposite and argue amongst themselves 

about who is the greatest.  And that’s just too much for him to abide.   

 

So once again he tries to explain his point.  Those who want to be first must become the servant of 

everyone, even the lowly and the weak.  To help penetrate their thick skulls he shows them exactly what 

that looks like.  He brings a child into the middle of the discussion takes them in his arms.  While still 

holding this little one Jesus tells them that this is what it means to live according to G-D’s standards.  In 

showing honor and deference to a little child, you are showing honor and deference to G-D.  This 

anonymous child is a total outsider.  Vulnerable, powerless and in no way part of the conversation, they 

had no social status.  For an adult, let alone a rabbi, to humble themselves in order to welcome a child 



was unthinkable.  Yet that is exactly why Jesus does it.  He shows the disciples in unmistakable terms 

that if they really want to find greatness then they must let go of their natural understanding of power 

and instead welcome in everyone, regardless of their power or social standing.   

 

This was at the core of Jesus’ ministry.  He welcomed everyone- the poor, the powerless and the outcast.  

He treated some of the most unclean and despised people not just as fellow human beings but as children 

of G-D. Through how he lived; and ultimately, in how he died, Jesus set aside his own privilege and 

standing as an insider in order that outsiders might draw nearer to G-D.  We must do the same.  As 

Christians we are called to welcome people not just because its good manners, but because it is an 

essential expression of our faith.  We are to welcome them, not just to our churches or our homes, but 

into our very hearts.  Sometimes it takes just a smile or a kind word to make a stranger feel included.  

Other times that call to welcome becomes a lot more demanding.  Our world is currently filled with 

outcasts and strangers.  They desperately need to love, grace and community that the Church has to 

offer.  But if we are going live into that call then we must change.   

 

Last week I heard a psychologist say that, contrary to popular opinion, “People don’t fear change… they 

fear loss.”  Let me repeat it so it has time to sink in for you.  People don’t fear change… they fear loss.  

The more I thought about it, the more sense it started to make.  The reason why we resist change so 

strenuously, especially in the Church, is not simply because we don’t want to have to learn a new prayer 

or a new hymn or a new way of doing coffee hour, but because we fear the loss that such change might 

represent.  And it is precisely because we don’t want to lose our status or our routine or our traditions, or 

even our sense of security, that we don’t do nearly as good of a job in welcoming the stranger or the 

newcomer as we like to believe.  Yet as difficult as it may be, Jesus never gave us an out.  “Whoever 

welcomes one such child in my name, welcomes me.”  There are no qualifiers or excuses.  We are to 

welcome strangers and newcomers as G-D has welcomed us. This means we have to make changes for 

their sake, even if it means letting go of positions, status and traditions that matter to us.  That means 

making space for them in our pew or at our table or in the sacristy or at choir or on our committee.  It 

means that we might have to consider letting go of time honored and beloved traditions because they are 

so full of jargon or insider language that we might as well be speaking another language.  It means we 

must open our buildings to strangers, even if there are never going to join our church and even if it 

means we have to relocate our bi-monthly meetings of the St. Swithin the Stamp Collector Society.   

 

I am pleased to say that today, St Peter’s celebrates a milestone that is all about welcoming the outsider.  

As you have progressively reconsidered the use of your space and renovated it so that it might be of 

more and fuller use to your community, you have taken bold step towards living into this sacred calling.  

This is reflected in the language of the Vision that underlies those renovations.   

This project will ensure that we at St. Peter’s can flourish in our mission to serve Christ and His people 

in our parish and among our wider community by being…  

 Rooted in Love  



Our vow to seek and serve Christ in all people, loving our neighbors as ourselves, by widening our 

welcome to include as many of God’s beloved as participants in the transformative and holy work of the 

Gospel;  

Growing through God’s Grace  

Our vow to continue in the apostles' teaching and fellowship, by creating an environment where our 

children and adults feel safe and nurtured; and can grow in the faith through God’s grace;   

 Reaching out to All  

Our vow to respect the dignity of all human beings by supporting our neighbors in the miraculous ways 

God is working among them and by providing a hospitable and caring space in which they can thrive 

alongside of us. 

 

Jesus never said it would be easy.  And believe me, I know from talking with Emily, that this has taken a 

great deal of time, energy and money.  You have sacrificed to make it happen.  But Jesus always told us 

that following him came at a cost.  You have been willing to pay that price in order to open up your 

buildings and your hearts to the stranger.  But when we welcome the least and the outsider, when we 

welcome the powerless, the helpless and the outcast, we are also welcoming G-D.  May God richly bless 

you as you continue to express Jesus’ radical welcome to everyone who comes through your door.     

AMEN 

  


