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Matthew 10:40-42

“Whoever welcomes you welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me. 421Whoever
welcomes a prophet in the name of a prophet will receive a prophet’s reward; and whoever welcomes a righteous
person in the name of a righteous person will receive the reward of the righteous; 42 and whoever gives even a cup
of cold water to one of these little ones in the name of a disciple—truly I tell you, none of these will lose their
reward.”

To paraphrase Andy Bernard from the office, ‘I wish there was a way to know you're in the good old days
before you've actually left them.” Or in the context of our lesson from Matthew, I wish there was a way to know you
were being church when often it is the moments we don’t remember or didn’t seem impactful or very memorabll
that might have had the greatest impact on others.

In some sense, the goal of Christian discipleship is to be self-forgetful rather than self-aware. New Testament
scholar Clifton Black puts it this way: ‘the community of Jesus’ followers does not act with self-serving
aggrandizement in which societies—including churches, typically operate.” Whether it be ‘holding grudges,” having
a long memory, ‘showboating, worshipping wealth, worrying, degrading human beings into things’ or lesser human
creatures, Black reminds us that ‘none of these is in God’s nature,” and therefore none of it can be ‘in humanity’s
destination, to which God’s Messiah leads.’ I think this might be the most countercultural notion in the age when
we think faith is all about what is happening in me, what I am experiencing, or my own spiritual growth. But
Presbyterian minister and author Eugene Peterson makes the case that, ‘the Christian life is not a self-project. We
are a people of God and cannot live the Christian life by ourselves. We live in community whether we want to or
not, whether we admit it or not. The Bible knows nothing of the solitary Christian.” Then he adds these ominous
words: ‘the sectarian impulse is strong in all branches of the church because it provides such a convenient
appearance of community without the difficulties of loving people we don’t approve of, or letting Jesus pray us into

relationship with the very men and women we’ve invested a good bit of time avoiding. A sect is accomplished by



community reduction, getting rid of what does not please us, getting rid of what offends us, whether of ideas or
people.”

In a recent piece, entitled “The Anger Economy: How We've traded our Hearts for Swords,” author Carlos
Perez writes that on any visit to American suburbs today, entire communities have replaced nuanced emotional
responses with perpetual grievance. He shares the illustration of an elementary school teacher friend: ‘Parents come
in already angry,” she says. “Before I've said a word about their child, they’re defensive, hostile, ready for battle. They
can’t hear anything I'm saying because they’re armored for war. This perpetual state of readiness for conflict creates
what sociologists term “defensive communities” — groups bound not by shared aspirations or values, but by shared
enemies. The identity becomes not “we who believe in X” but “we who oppose Y.” This shift is observable everywhere
from neighborhood associations to religious congregations to political movements.’ If faith is an individual exercise,
if life is an individual exercise, if it's every person for herself, then to heck with curbing our words or trying to be
thoughtful or work for the good of the whole, just be aggressive before the next person takes what'’s rightfully ours.

One of my less spectacular seasons as a baseball coach, we were in a tight game that was going to decide first
place. My best pitcher was on a pitch count and when we exceeded his number of pitches, in a tight game we were
barely winning, I pulled him out of the game anyway, and went with a kid who could throw strikes but was not going
to blow it by you. I was sitting int the dugout and the other team was making it interesting and suddenly I realized
the father of the pitcher I had pulled from the game was irate and yelling at me through the fence. What was I doing.
If I had kept his son in the game, he would certainly win. Forget about the pitch count or risking an injury. I was in
shock. I thought I was doing the best thing for his child, but he didn’t see it that way. I remember going home after
the game that night (which we won anyway by the way), and calling my high school baseball coach in Texas and
telling him I better understood the challenges he had to deal with and apologizing for all the baseball dads during my
years that he probably had to put up with. I don’t think I was a great coach though...I was recently thinking about my
short coaching career, which included two fender benders, and driving back to school and not making it back with
one of our players.

Think about our political discourse today...none of it is about the common good or even about constructive

solutions, it is about dismantling something (whether it be DEI or white supremacy or the elite culture or our evil
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enemies), but rarely building anything for the good of the whole or for inspiring hope. Perez continues: ‘What makes
the bitterness-anger loop particularly insidious is its ability to masquerade as strength. In American culture, anger
reads as power, passion, and authenticity. The angry prophet calling out corruption, the furious citizen demanding
change, the indignant parent protecting their child — these figures command respect and attention in ways that
openly vulnerable people do not.” And guess what doesn’t get recognized as strength...being mindful of the needs of
others, taking the time to see that every one has a place, refusing to lose it when getting an earful and fire right back.

Referencing researcher and sociologist Brene’ Brown’s two decades of research on vulnerability he cites her
studies of corporate environments, schools, and communities, that ‘in our attempt to appear strong by staying
perpetually angry, we actually become fragile. Like someone wearing heavy armor, we're protected from minor blows
but increasingly unable to move with grace, connect meaningfully, or respond appropriately to nuanced situations.’

This past week, I had the opportunity to hear a visiting scholar at Hebrew University give a talk down the
street at Touro Synagogue. He was a political sociologist who studies, of all things, the concept of hope. He began his
talk, not with pollyannish idealistic sunshine pumping, but he started his talk by referencing the dangers of hope.
Hope is Anguish—it can be hurtful, set us back, cause us to re-think things, it is accompanied often by anxiety and
worry. Hope can be naive. It causes us to believe and expect things to come to fruition. And Hope it can be
demanding; it requires commitment and energy and work. He reminded us that all human beings are wired toward
the negative bias....that is the cause of worry, we workshop in our minds all the ways things may not work out. All of
us gathered to hear the talk were pastors and faith leaders from various traditions. And none of us knew the answer
to his question about what book of the Bible includes the word hope the most times. 77 times. It is the book of Job. A
book about suffering; a book questioning where God is in the vagaries and challenges of life; a book about what
faithfulness looks like when all creature comforts, friends, and goods and possessions are stripped away. And in the
book where there is suffering, where God’s purposes and presence are questioned, where the point and meaning of
life are at its most acute, we find the word hope more than any other book in scripture.

In my childhood, summer activities were fewer and farther between, and so my father, either disturbed by my

inclination to enjoy hours of downtime or day time television, or trying to instill a bit more purpose and structure to
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my summer schedule, would suggest assignments to be accomplished by the end of the week. These were things
assigned not only to me, but also to my siblings. Memorize the Declaration of Independence. Still working on that
one. Memorize the Gettysburg Address. I would say I got through the first sentences, but never got through the
whole thing. But for some reason, maybe because some of it was inscribed on the lockerroom wall at Wimbledon and
I thought it might have some athletic value, was to memorize the poem IF by Rudyard Kipling. For whatever reason, I
was able to accomplish this task fully and remember proudly reciting the poem at the end of a hot summer week as
we walked the dog. There are many lines from Kipling’s poem that I believe are sage advice, not only for life, but for
the Christian life, but in thinking about our passage today and what the Christian community is for, and perhaps
what hope looks like. If you can ‘watch the things you have your life to, broken, and stoop and build-em up with
worn-out tools.’

I think people sometimes get disillusioned with the Christian faith when it does automatically equate to an
immediate self-improvement project. I wanted a better, faster, more congenial me, and it is not happening. [ want a
more insightful, more prayerful, more dedicated me, and my self-improvement project remains in tatters. But I
wonder if we would do better to evaluate the success rate of Christian community in how much we stop thinking
about ourselves, even our virtues, and get lost in making a sandwich for someone we may never meet or get lost in
the wonder, love, and praise of a hymn as we all sing it together or get lost in a passage of scripture and wonder what
in the world Jesus meant by what he was saying or are simply part of a community all our lives and do our part
without a lot of fanfare or celebration. In the church in which I grew up Norman Hodde would always hand me a
peppermint before worship. Just a small little gesture, an act of hospitality and love, a reminder that we are all in this
together.

What is our chief end? What is the end of the church? What is the purpose? I wonder if the purpose of the
Christian community, the purpose of the church, is to intervene in your life or to at least try to, to prod you to
participate in a community centered in the life death and resurrection of Jesus Christ and because of that, to
participate somehow in a community of flawed and imperfect people trying to live out what that means their whole
lifelong. Maybe it will impact a life or welcome a hungry person in body mind or spirit. Maybe it will not be anything
you actively remember doing or even think about doing something intentionally, but church happens just because

you showed up, just because you were a part, just because you prayed the prayer of confession or recited the creed or



opened the door to someone looking for community, and you didn’t even realize you were doing it, church just
happened.

It is easy to turn church into a spiritual vending machine---swipe right or insert coins (do people still insert
coins?) and get what you want. Self-help. Self-improvement. Self-selected community. But Christian community and
following Jesus Christ into humanity’s destination is rarely about enhancing ourselves. In fact, a lot of faith and life
and growth happens adjacent to ourselves, or even in spite of ourselves, its about what God does with us while we
weren’t paying attention, while we thought we were just starting over with worn out tools, while we were showing up
again and hoping for a miracle. And maybe the point is to trust that the miracles are happening, even when we can’t

claim credit for them.



