Welcoming Jesus
Romans 6:12-23
Matthew 10:40-42

Grace and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ

After converting to Christianity, singer and songwriter Bob Dylan wrote a song called, “Gotta Serve Somebody.”  One of the verses followed by the chorus goes like this: 

You may be a state trooper, you might be a young Turk
You may be the head of some big TV network
You may be rich or poor, you may be blind or lame
You may be living in another country under another name

But you’re gonna have to serve somebody, yes indeed
You’re gonna have to serve somebody
Well, it may be the devil or it may be the Lord
But you’re gonna have to serve somebody

For me, the song raises interesting questions about the way we live.  No matter who we are and how we live our lives, we are serving somebody.  Who or what do you serve?  Who or what do you value above everything else, work hard for, and take care of?  Notice that the question here is not, “Do you serve somebody?”  For, as Dylan reminds us, “… you’re gonna have to serve somebody.”  The question is, “who.”  Who do you serve?  How does the way you live your life reflect what’s most important to you, who you serve?
I bring up this song by Bob Dylan because of its striking similarity to the Apostle Paul’s letter to the Romans.  Only the Apostle Paul puts it more strongly than Dylan’s “you’re gonna have to serve somebody.”  Paul speaks in terms of us being enslaved: “Do you not know that if you present yourselves to anyone as obedient slaves, you are slaves of the one whom you obey, either of sin, which leads to death, or of obedience, which leads to righteousness?”  Again, “you’re gonna have to serve somebody,” and it may or may not be God.  Or, as the apostle Paul might have put it, you are going to have to be an obedient slave to something.  The question is, “To what?”
After all, we can become enslaved to all sorts of things.  For instance, what starts out as a worthy concern to provide for yourselves and those you love can grow into a gnawing fear, anxiety, and worry over the things you desire to control but can’t.  You may feel such fear that makes it impossible to trust God and others to care for you.  Or what starts out as the pain of grieving for a loved one who died can grow into an overwhelming despair.  Without that person by your side, you may lose hope in the future God has for you and doubt whether God can be a loving, gracious, and forgiving God.  
Or what starts out as an eager desire to love and serve others can grow into a selfish anger and resentment toward them, especially if they don’t give you what you want.  Or what starts out as gratitude and confidence in the gifts and abilities God has given you can grow into an arrogance that you have done it all yourself, and nobody else measures up.  
All of this slavery to sin in our lives separates us from God and leads to nowhere but death.  Indeed, like Bob Dylan said, we’re “gonna have to serve somebody,” and fear, hopelessness, anger, and our own pride are too often what we end up serving.
All of these ways of being enslaved don’t last if God has anything to do with them.  For God has already done something to see to it that you don’t stay enslaved to sin and death.  God promises, “…now that you have been freed from sin and enslaved to God, the advantage you get is sanctification.  The end is eternal life.  For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  You have been freed by God by becoming enslaved to God.  Indeed, there’s no one or nothing else you’d rather be enslaved to, and God will have it no other way.  For God is all about giving you life that doesn’t stop short of eternity, the kind of life only found in Christ Jesus.
This eternal life that God has given you, which you share with Christ, doesn’t begin in heaven; indeed, it’s already begun.  In fact, one way we live the life we already share with Christ is through the simple practice of hospitality: welcoming others and being welcomed, which Jesus talks about in today’s Gospel. 

Buried within the instructions that Jesus gave his followers before sending them out is a promise: “Whoever welcomes you welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me.”  Welcoming and being welcomed: hospitality.  That’s where Jesus promises to be—wherever his followers are being welcomed by others or doing the welcoming.
Last week, my wife Jula and I had the opportunity to go on a Youth Works mission trip to Sisseton, South Dakota, with eight junior high and senior high youth.  From about seven in the morning until 10:30 in the evening the days were filled with sharing meals; doing devotions; planning and leading games, crafts, and Bible lessons for kids in the community; painting homes; throwing and catching Frisbees; hearing the inspiring life stories of Native American Christians who lived in the area; laughing; singing; worshipping, praying; and reflecting together on how we saw God at work during the day.
Because the organization called Youth Works had already worked so hard over time to form relationships with the people of Sisseton and the Lake Traverse Reservation, we were welcomed into the community during the week we spent there.  We were shown hospitality.  Because people appreciated and trusted the work that Youth Works staff and church youth groups had done to serve the needs of the community, build relationships, and share the love of Jesus, they welcomed us.  For, in us, they encountered Jesus and his love.  And the cool part was that we encountered Jesus and his love in them as well.  Among people we didn’t know, we were welcoming Jesus.
One of my favorite parts of the trip was when the eight youth, Jula, and I would gather at the end of each day to reflect on the day’s events and pray together.  Each night I enjoyed hearing how the youth saw God at work in different ways throughout the day.  For instance, they especially saw God at work while welcoming and interacting with the kids in the community.  The kids in the Sisseton/Lake Traverse community came from backgrounds of poverty, violence, and neglect, and so they thrived on God’s love.  They were thrilled to be loved by our youth.  Many of the kids loved having our youth be Jesus to them—loved having our youth welcome them, care for them, play with them, as well as teach and show them God’s love.

Personally, I saw God at work in how our eight youth welcomed, worked together, and supported each other while they served the community—whether it was through planning and leading activities for the kids, painting the interior of a house, or preparing and cleaning up after meals.  They demonstrated they were united by the love God shows us through Jesus, and really came together to make a difference in the lives of others.  
Again, one way we live the life we already share with Christ Jesus is through the simple practice of hospitality: welcoming and being welcomed.  Welcoming Jesus.  I witnessed how the youth welcomed Jesus in some powerful ways last week in South Dakota.  But they were also challenged to imagine how they could be like Jesus and love like Jesus when they returned to their own homes and communities.  
Which begs the question: How might you and I both represent and welcome Jesus where we live, work, and play?  Because God has already given you the free gift of eternal life with Christ Jesus, who—in your life—could you welcome and share the love of God with?  As Bob Dylan sang, “you’re gonna have to serve somebody.”  Since God has already freed you to serve your neighbor who needs you, who will you welcome and serve?  After all, Jesus has already welcomed us, has called us to see him in others, and then to welcome them.  Jesus has called us to a life of hospitality.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.
1

