Sermon by Mrs Linda West LLM, 28 June 2020
Reading: Matthew 10.40-42, New Revised Standard Version
Theme: Welcome others, welcome Jesus, welcome God
Welcome to our living room; Roger also welcomes you from behind the camera.
During lockdown our readers have used whichever version of the Bible they have at home, and it has been helpful to hear the slight variations between the different translations.  These can often be helpful as the different nuances can help our understanding of a passage.  
This morning I was delighted to find that Ann would be using the New Revised Standard Version as it uses the word ‘welcome’ where our pew Bibles use the word  ‘receive’. ‘ Welcome’ means so much more than ‘receive’.  I can receive something passively without feeling or effort, but to welcome something or someone demands positive action and feeling on my part.  
As we approach a big easing of lockdown on 4 July, we are all looking forward to welcoming friends and family back into our homes; and to be welcomed back into pubs, restaurants, cinemas and hotels.  We will be able to travel again and to greet the strangers we meet on the way with a welcoming smile.  
And, most importantly, as a Christian community we look forward to welcoming each other back into our church building, though the timing and details have to be worked out as there isn’t space to squeeze our normal congregation, let alone all the lovely people we’ve welcomed on-line during lockdown, into our small but beautiful church building, at a suitable distance apart from each other.  
When we are planning to welcome people we make a special effort.  We do the cleaning, buy and prepare some nice food to eat and make sure we have something nice to drink with it.  We prepare the places where our guests will be and make sure they will be as comfortable as possible – even if we do have to keep apart still and won’t be able to give them a welcoming hug or kiss, just an extra large smile.  
These are things we all do whether we are practising Christians or non- believers.  
This morning’s passage talks particularly about an extra dimension of welcome – if you like Christian welcome.  Jesus says that if we welcome him, we welcome God his Father.  And whoever welcomes a prophet (meaning another Christian) receives a prophet’s reward.  But what is that reward?  
It is actually defined earlier in the passage (v 32) where Jesus says ‘Everyone therefore who acknowledges me before others, I also will acknowledge before my Father in heaven’.  So effectively welcome is a two-way exchange.  God welcomes us into his kingdom through Jesus, and we welcome God, when we welcome Jesus into our lives.  
Jesus then goes on in our passage to say that whoever gives a cup of water in the name of a disciple will not lose their reward.  A cup of water may seem a small thing, though in the sweltering heat we’ve had over the past few days, it is probably the most welcome thing we could be given, even if it doesn’t cost the donor more than the effort of turning on the tap.
Nevertheless, in the smallest welcome we give to others, we are also welcoming Jesus and almighty God.  What a thought!
Although the passage is particularly talking about sharing with other Christians, I believe it is to be interpreted more widely.  Christ’s command at the end of this gospel was to go to all people and welcome them into his kingdom.  It is by giving all people we come into contact with, whether Christians or not, a welcome that we are to help them welcome Jesus and God into their hearts.  
During lockdown I know that many of us have spent more time in studying the Bible, both individually and in the group, and spent a lot more time in prayer.  In doing this we have given Jesus and God a closer welcome into our hearts.  But now we have a real challenge.  
As we start to spend more time with others as lockdown eases there is a danger.  Yes, the dreaded virus is still out there and we have to be careful.  But there is another hidden, and more serious danger, that we may, in our excitement of welcoming others back into our lives and our new found freedom, forget to keep welcoming Jesus and God into our lives.  
We will need to make a much more conscious effort to welcome Jesus and God into every new situation we go into.  Brother Lawrence in his book ‘The practice of the presence of God’ talks about keeping the presence of Jesus with him in all the tasks of  the day.  I have to admit that I’ve never come anywhere his level of holiness, but it is one to strive for.  
As we prepare to welcome others post-lockdown, we need to keep welcoming Jesus and God along with our guests.  Perhaps set an imaginary place for them in our minds, pray as we prepare, think of a way God has blessed us during lockdown we might want to share in conversation with our guests – anything that keeps us focussed on welcoming Jesus and God into every encounter of our lives.
And, of course, as you are sick of hearing me say, it is imperative that we all take time out each day to spend specifically with God and Jesus through Bible reading and prayer.  
So let’s focus this week on practising welcoming Jesus and God into every moment of our lives, so that we are ready to carry on doing so when we are let loose on 4 July,
Our final hymn this morning is ‘All for Jesus’.  If we do all our actions, chores and welcoming for Jesus, we won’t go far wrong.  
May God and Jesus welcome us as we welcome them and others in this coming next phase of the strangest year we have ever encountered.  Amen
(7 mins)
Bibliography
BIBLE: Barker, K L, Stek, J H, Strauss M L and Youngblood R E, eds (2008), Zondervan NIV study Bible.     
BIBLE: New Revised Standard Version Study Bible: Meeks, Wayne (ed); Bassler, Jouette M (associated ed) (1993), London: Harper Collins Publishers.
Lawrence, Brother, The practice of the presence of God.  (Sorry I don’t have the publication details; I read a borrowed copy years ago – he was a monk in the middle ages)
Wright, Tom (2002), Matthew for everyone, Part 1, chapters 1-15, London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge.
