The First Sunday in Lent – 2010
“Welcome one another”
I. Introduction

There is a ritual that takes place often in childhood.  It is the ritual of choosing up teams. <slide 1> Team captains are appointed and they take turns making their picks.  For any kid it is a great day if you are among the first to be picked.  It is an OK day if you are in the middle.  It is a bad day if you aren’t picked until the end.  That feeling of not being picked is the exact opposite of what it feels like to be welcomed.
Last Wednesday we heard Jesus’ words, “Love one another as I have loved you.”  We wouldn’t be too far off to put similar words into Jesus’ mouth: “Welcome one another as I have welcomed you,” because time and time again through​out his ministry, <slide 2> Jesus welcomed into his circle people at whom the religious people didn’t take a second look: Samaritans, prostitutes, tax collectors, women and children.
II. When the Church does not welcome
Opening
The gift of making someone feel welcomed <sl. 3> is huge… especially when they are in unfamiliar surroundings.  As our author, Gerald Sittser, puts it, welcome goes far beyond a simple “hello” to saying, in effect, “I’m glad you’re alive! I’m glad I know you!  I’m glad we are friends.”  It has a powerful effect, probably because we are so used to the opposite.
Not fitting in
Eugene Peterson who authored the paraphrased version of the Bible called, The Message, <slide 4> wrote these words to introduce the Gospel of Luke:

<slide 5> “Most of us, most of the time, feel left out—misfits.  We don’t belong… One of the ways we have of responding to this is to form our own club, or join one that will have us.  Here is at least one place where we are “in” and others “out”… 

<slide 6> “The terrible price we pay for keeping all those other people out so that we can savor the sweetness of being insiders is a reduction of reality, a shrinkage of life.  Nowhere is this price more terrible than when it is paid in the cause of religion.<slide 7>  But religion has a long history of doing just that, …of shrinking the vast human community to a “membership”.  But with God there are no outsiders…

Closing
<slide 8:blank> Let me repeat his closing words: ‘With God there are no outsiders.”  It’s a good thing, too, because there is not a person in this room whom somebody else could find a way to exclude if it were up to them.  If Jesus could welcome those whom others excluded, his Church should do the same.
III. Drawing the perfect circle
Opening
Listen to Jesus’ words again: “If you greet only your brothers and sisters, what more are you doing than others? Do not even Gentiles do the same?  Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”  Be perfect?  Perfect at what?  Perfect in how we draw our circle… making sure that no one is excluded.  Remember how God sends the rain on both the just and the unjust?  His circle includes everyone.
Do not erect barriers
If you’re God you see all people <slide 9> as your children, some who know you love them and some who do not.  All of them are fairly good at hurting each other and being unfaithful to you.  But your Son died for each and every one of them just the same.  And you have chosen to love them as they are.
And if you’re God’s Church, says Settser, you welcome and greet people no matter who they are and what they believe… you embrace them in love and don’t erect cultural, religious, economic and <slide 10> political barriers that create distance, suspicion, and misunderstanding.

Max’s testimony
<slide 11:blank> Out in the Gathering Area there is a plaque dedicated to Max Beeners whom God took home within days after he graduat​ed from high school after a long battle with leukemia.  Many things made Max exceptional… varsity tennis player, class president, good looks.  But what made him stand out in my mind was his ability—as a teenager—to draw a perfect circle the way Jesus taught.  

He was most popular kid as Roosevelt but that didn’t keep him from talking with the freshman, or checking in with the skateboarders.  There was no table in the lunchroom that he considered off limits.  He acknowledged people’s existence, and by doing so he welcomed them, and that welcome had a powerful effect.
Closing
And I believe that can happen within a congregation, too.  I love Settser’s story of he and his wife visiting a congregation with plans of making a quick exit after worship, only to be greeted by dozens of people who took the time to get to know some​thing about them.  They even had three invitations to go out to dinner.  That’s what it can look like.  “Welcome one another as I have welcomed you.”
IV. Conclusion

“The Church,” says the author of The Road Less Traveled, Scott Peck, “should be the most inclusive place in the world”.  But doesn’t the church have to have some rules and standards?  We do… just one, the rule to love one another which is supposed to keep us from hurting each other.  And there are times when we have to admonish one another when we aren’t loving, but we are going to talk about that later in the series.  But there are no rules as to who qualifies to come to Christ.  

Let me close with more of Eugene Peterson: <slide 12>“All of us who have found ourselves on the outside looking in on life with no hope of gaining entrance (and who of us hasn’t felt it?) now find the doors wide open, found and welcomed by God in Jesus.”  Let’s go and do likewise.  Amen.
