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Texts: 
Genesis 22:1-14; Psalm 13; Romans 6:12-23; and Matthew 10:40-42

Our summer scripture readings continue to challenge our ideas of what 
it means to follow God. Lessons on obedience, loyalty, sacrifice, and faithful-
ness are laid out in graphic fashion before us in the story of Abraham and 
Issac, the letter of Paul, and in the latest instruction of Jesus to his followers in 
Matthew.

God has led Abraham a long way by this point. They have suffered 
through many setbacks. God has made many promises and fulfilled them.  And 
Issac represents the future. He is the culmination of the promises God has 
made. He is the long-awaited son who embodies the hopes of the nation and of 
descendants to come for generations. 

Thinking we know then the trajectory of the story, we are shaken at our 
core by this test that none of us can contemplate. 

We are led to believe that Abraham’s obedience is being tested and he 
shows himself willing to follow through until God stops him short. The prom-
ise is that God will provide the sacrifice. And indeed God does that with the 
ram.

As we turn to the Gospel of Matthew and the life of Jesus, we are remind-
ed that God is not one who asks others to sacrifice what God Himself is not 
also prepared to do.

Jesus the obedient one, the sacrificial one, the one loyal to God calls us 
to go in that spirit. And we are sent out in hopes of receiving a kind welcome 
from the world and we are those who will have opportunities to offer a wel-
come of others who come our way.

“Welcome” in the deepest sense is what St Paul’s is known for. It is one 
of our core values as a church: that all people, all communities, have a deep 
sense of belonging in our church and that we all feel safe in this place to work 
out our faith together.



The deep theology of Welcome and its sister term, hospitality, has deep 
roots. Its moral dimension has gotten a little sloppy over the centuries such 
that it is limited to a handshake and an open door, both of which are meaning-
ful but not all there is to it.

The Catholic writer Henri Nouwen observed that for most of us the 
thought of welcome and hospitality “conjures up images of tea parties, bland 
conversation, and a general atmosphere of coziness.”

That is not really the welcome and hospitality that Jesus is speaking of 
here.

In English the word finds its roots in a compounding of “well” and 
“come,” though with slightly different connotations than we tend to use today. 
The root of “well” could go in two directions: it could mean something close 
to our current understanding of “wellness” or “well-being,” and of course that 
root “well” connotes the image of running water.

Jesus is standing in a long line of Judeo tradition of welcome and hospi-
tality here.

For Jews and Christians, such hospitality has always been a part of who 
we are. The call to welcome the stranger is anchored in the Torah and was a 
part of the measure of the Hebrew community’s faithfulness to God. When a 
traveler came to town, they waited by the well, and it was incumbent upon the 
townspeople to house and feed the visitor for the night.

Of course, these travelers were rarely family. These were folks unknown 
to the community. They were often foreigners, people who had different foods, 
different clothes, different languages, even different gods. Opening one’s home 
was risky. Today we’d describe such a thing as dangerous and foolish. But such 
hospitality was central to the Hebrew identity. As one scholar says, “The risk 
did not define the people; their hospitality did, for they knew such hospitality 
was central to the character of their God.”

The same was true in the early Christian communities. In Acts, the early 
deacons practiced hospitality throughout the community, bringing welcome 
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to those in need. And in Matthew’s community, hospitality still measured the 
faithfulness of the people. 

Paul urged fellow Christians to welcome one another as Christ had 
welcomed them. He challenged early believers to pursue hospitality; in fact 
hospitality was a qualification for leadership in early Christian communities. 
The writer of Hebrews reminded readers to offer welcome and hospitality 
with strangers just as Abraham and Sarah welcomed the three strangers to 
their tent. These were angelic messengers and thus the writer reminds us that 
when we welcome strangers we might be entertaining angels without being 
aware.

John Chrysostom, early church saint and writer, was insistent that hos-
pitality be essential to Christian practice. He led the establishment of institu-
tions of care for the poor and for travelers. Even monastics in the Middle Ages 
held in tension their call to be separated from the world for the work of prayer 
with the call to hospitality.

Martin Luther wrote that when persecuted believers were received hos-
pitably, “God Himself is in our home, is being fed at our house, is lying down 
and resting.”

It was always assumed this welcome included family and friends, but 
Christian hospitality necessarily included the poor and neediest because of 
their inability to return the favor.

In her book Amazing Grace, Kathleen Norris tells the story of a nun who 
had all her life served as a greeter and person of welcome in the life of the 
church, and although in later life she had Alzheimer’s, she still asked to be 
rolled in her wheelchair to the door of her nursing home so she could greet 
every guest. Said one nun of her sister in ministry, “She is no longer certain 
what she is welcoming people to...but hospitality is so deeply ingrained in her 
that it has become her whole life.”

It seems like a small thing – welcome and hospitality. We are told in the 
preceding passages and even in this one that following Jesus entails taking up 
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one’s cross, denying family that stand in the way of faithful living. These are 
high-bar requirements, but then Jesus praises something as small and inconse-
quential as a cup of cold water? 

For Jesus it seems, though, there are no small gestures when it comes to 
welcome. The gift of a cup of cold water to one in need of welcome even has its 
reward. 

The righteousness Jesus is talking about in Matthew carries with it an 
intrinsic reward. 

Priest Thomas Merton said, “Love seeks one thing only: the good of the 
one loved. It leaves all the other secondary effects to take care of themselves. 
Love, therefore, is its own reward.”

“The highest reward for a person’s toil is not what they get for it, but 
what they become by it.”— Englishman John Ruskin

There is joy in welcoming and showing hospitality to others even in the 
smallest ways. And these small gestures are not small at all.

One pastor I read went on sabbatical a couple of years ago and joined a 
group of students from the Center for Global Education. They traveled to an in-
digenous village in Mexico called Amatlán. 

A man came to speak to the group about his experience with crossing 
the border and working in the United States. His wife sat next to him knitting 
something while he shared his story. The man, who looked to be in his early 
30’s, told about how when his wife became pregnant they had no money and 
no financial hope for starting their family. So they made the decision for him to 
go to the U.S. and find work.

He scraped by in Mexico, saving up the $500 it takes to pay a person to 
illegally lead you across the border. He paid his money, and then he walked 
through the desert with a group of men under cover of darkness, unable to see 
if there was a snake or a scorpion in his path. He walked through the blaze of 
unforgiving daylight, wearing holes in his shoes and becoming exhausted from 
dehydration. One man in his 70’s collapsed from the heat, so he carried him on 
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his shoulders the rest of the way. When they crossed the border, they were im-
mediately intercepted by the Border Patrol and taken back.

Penniless and humiliated, he started over. He earned that $500, he took 
the horrendous journey again, and this time he made it into the United States 
where he found work. He worked ten-hour shifts with no breaks, making less 
than minimum wage, never stopping — even when he cut his hand open wash-
ing dishes. After three years of saving up a little money under these condi-
tions, he went back home, where he met his now three-year-old daughter for 
the first time.

Finally, a student in the group, moved by the man’s testimony, asked, 
“How can we help? What can we do to change this?” 

And he looked at us and said, “Just be nicer. Don’t treat us like we’re hor-
rible. Be kind.”

Just kindness? 
We are ready to storm the gates for this man. We are ready to save the 

day. His answer: Kindness. And not because kindness is a substitute for action 
or advocacy, but because it comes first. Kindness comes from within and gives 
energy to our action. 

A cup of cold water becomes more than a cup of cold water. Welcome, 
hospitality has a deep impact. 

She was nearly blind. She was born on April 14, 1866, to Irish immi-
grants. Life was hard, and from the age of three her vision began to fail. To add 
insult to injury, Annie’s mother died of tuberculosis when Annie was eight. Her 
younger two sisters were farmed out to relatives. Annie tried to care for her 
father by herself. But at the age of nine, she was sent to Massachusetts State 
Poorhouse in Tewksberry. Her poor vision, though, opened an opportunity for 
her. At the age of 14 a new institution welcomed her with open arms — the 
Perkins Institute for the Blind.

Six years later, Annie at the age of 20 would graduate from college. Then 
on March 3, 1887, Annie stepped from a train into a small town in Alabama 
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where she was met by a young mother named Kate. Kate had a daughter who 
had been born with all of her senses, but at the age of 19 months she had be-
come deaf and blind. Kate’s daughter was named Helen.

So began the fascinating story of a teacher who was almost blind, who 
opened the world to a seven-year-old child, who couldn’t see, who couldn’t 
speak, who couldn’t hear. Annie Sullivan and Helen Keller would be insepa-
rable in life. 

It was long after Annie’s death that Helen Keller spoke at a ceremony 
at Radcliffe College where she had received her degree. That day a fountain 
was being dedicated in honor of Annie Sullivan, Helen’s teacher. On that day, 
emotion overwhelmed Helen, and when it came time for her to speak at the 
dedication of the flowing fountain, she uttered one word. The same word that 
was signed into her hand over and over and over by her teacher. The word 
that had opened her world. The word that had connected her back to the land 
of the living. At that moment, standing before a fountain in Boston, Helen was 
reminded of a moment from childhood when she had raced from the house so 
frustrated and went to her favorite hideout by the well. 

Her teacher, Annie, had found her there, and she had began to pump 
water from the well, and as it splashed over Helen’s hands, Annie began to sign 
that one word over and over again into Helen’s hands. That word. . . . . water. 
That word was the one she spoke for this speech 73 years later.

For her that moment at the well was more than water washing over it was 
a symbol of life, of growth of possibility and hope. It represented so much more.

I don’t think it’s ever an accident when Jesus mentions water. With the 
mention of water I think of baptism and the welcome we receive in that mo-
ment into God’s family. 

Even as something as seemingly small as a cup of cold water or kindness 
comes to mean more; it becomes truly transformative. And when that deep 
welcome is offered or received, well, that is all the reward we ever need. 

May we always be a church that gives and receives that kind of deep 
welcome.
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