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While putting some groceries away the other day I noticed that there is enough toilet
paper in my house for the rest of the summer and maybe into September. Which
surprised me since we haven’t purchased any toilet paper since March. Now to be
clear I didn’t go crazy stockpiling when it was a hot item and difficult to find in
Antigonish. But I will admit that it was something on my mind so if I saw it on the
shelf I picked it up while shopping. I thought I was simply being prudent but looking
back I wonder if something else was going on. 

This morning’s gospel lesson consists of three simple verses about welcoming and
being blessed. The passage is short and easy to understand which might make us
think that we don’t need to pay much attention to it. But the words are rich and
important because each phrase in this lesson pushes us to be more open to each other
and to God. 

Jesus begins by explaining this whoever welcome us welcomes Jesus and whoever
welcomes Jesus welcomes God. And while that may seem self evident that isn’t
actually something that we usually think about. We are followers of Jesus, trying to
live as Jesus asks and grow in our faith. And since the gospel is what God does
through Jesus that means that as we live our lives, as we follow as disciples, we bear
the message of God to the world. 

Which highlights how powerful and important our everyday lives to the gospel.
Because let’s face it we are welcomed into many different places. We connect with
people at home, at work, even when we go out around town. We connect with family
members, friends, and neighbours. And as we do those things, have those
conversations, go to those places, our Christian life, the way we talk, act and live as
followers of Jesus makes an impression on others and the world.

And I want to stay with this point for a moment. We know that faith is not simply
about us and God because the greatest commandment is for us to love God and love
our neighbour. But it’s a little harder to accept that our lives, how we talk and who
we are, are also the way that others see and know and understand the Christian
message. That our life, the life you lead and the life I lead, is how God speaks and
shows the good news to the world.

Gary MacDonald was one of our overseas personnel in the United Church. He
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worked for many years in China with local churches. At one point Gary found
himself living in a city where he was the only non Chinese person. Invited to a
dinner he was seated next to a Communist party official. The official introduced
himself and before Gary could say anything the man said to him “I know who your
are” which didn’t surprise Gary since he was as I said that only non Chinese person
in the city. But then the official continued “You’re the Christian.” Gary told me that
at that moment he was never been more aware of the fact that as disciples we are a
public witness to Jesus whether we know it or not. For people look to us to know
Jesus and to know God. 

When we are welcomed by others, welcomed to eat with them, talk with them, visit
with them, they are expecting us to share and show what we believe and what we
trust. We are living examples of  the difference and possibility that faith has in life.
We are the words and actions of Jesus for those around us. Because the words we
speak aren’t simply our own but echo God speaking through Jesus. Our actions
aren’t merely are own but demonstrate God acting through Jesus. 

And with the meaning and possibility of those words around us, Jesus flips the
conversation and talks about what happens when we welcome. For we are told that
whoever welcomes a prophet gets a prophet’s reward and whoever welcome the
righteous gets the reward of the righteous.

For let’s make no mistake about it, the casual conversation in passing, the time taken
to reach out and connect, all those things have great power and importance not
merely for others but for us as well. Because words spoken in faith are not merely
words they are a chance for God to create something new and something meaningful.
Actions taken in faith are not simply a nice gesture but a powerful witness to love
and grace. And I know everyone has experienced that in some way. 

An occasion when someone made a powerful impact on you. With kind words, time
taken to help, someone left an impression on you that you carry to this day. 
For when the prophet comes into our lives and they speak the words of God. When
the  righteous come into our lives they shows us the possibility that we can live a
holy life. 

Powerful words, powerful actions, are a powerful witness to us and for us from God.
When we welcome, when we are aware, when we are open, then we receive so much
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more than we expect. Because when we are open, when we allow others into our
lives, when we take our focus off ourselves, we are really welcoming God. 

And that brings me back to my discovery about how much toilet paper we have in
the house. Like I said I didn’t panic buy, I wasn’t really stressed about not having
enough. But the truth is I realize looking back that with the chaos and uncertainty I
started focussing and thinking more about myself. No, I wasn’t hurting anyone but
my thoughts were on myself in a way that was affecting me more that I realized. I
was worried about what we had and what we would need. 

And that is a short step away from being selfish. Of not paying attention to what is
happening to others because I was worried about myself. Of not welcoming because
my attention, my interest, my energy was focussed on me. Because it is easy to be
selfish and really simple to have our attention turn inward especially when life
becomes chaotic and unsettled. And when we do that we miss the opportunity to
welcome, to receive, and to give and share with others. 

Which brings me to the final verse of our reading which honestly I think is the most
important. For when Jesus talks about the reward coming to those who give a cup of
cold water then everything he has been talking about comes together. For we don’t
have to be the prophet with the word of God on our tongues to make a  tremendous
difference. We don’t have to be the righteous with the certainty of an unshakeable
faith directing us. All we need to do is welcome and be welcomed.

All we need to do is be willing to give. To shift our emphasis away from ourselves
and turn it to those around us. To give what we have so that they can have. To offer
something as basic as a cup of cold water, and my don’t those words have a powerful
meaning in the midst of a heat wave. For water is life giving, renewing, and
refreshing. And water is something that is readily accessible and natural, part of this
wonderful world which God has given to us. 

For the reality is that to make a difference and impact in the world all we need to do
is give. Give what we have, share what we believe, and focus on connecting with
others so that God can work through us. And in the same way to be changed, to be
touched by God all we have to do is open ourselves up and welcome. Welcome the
gift given to us in love and know the grace which is ours, the grace which comes
from God that changes who we are and how we live each and every day.


