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“Reading Romans: Welcomed”
Romans 15:4-13 August 26, 2018

Why did you come to church? Not necessarily this morning, 
though I’d be interested to know that as well, but the first time. 
What drew you in to worship on a Sunday morning, or Bible study 
on a Wednesday evening, or a fellowship dinner or mission project? 
What attracted you? For some, of course, the initial choice was not 
yours. You were carried into church in your parents’ or grandparents’ 
arms. And yet, at some point in your life, each of you made the 
decision to be a part of a Christian community. Perhaps you are 
considering it now. In an era when church attendance is no longer 
assumed or expected, each one of you came not out of compulsion 
or obligation, but by choice and in freedom.

The statistics given to me regularly provide evidence of how 
unusual your choice to be here is in our time and place. Those statistics 
tell me that 90% of American churches of any denomination are 
either stagnant or declining in membership. They tell me that 3500 
churches close their doors each year. They tell me that, while 96% of 
Americans say they believe in God, only 18% worship regularly in a 
faith community.i  

Why did you do it? Well, if all the studies and surveys are correct, 
you are here today, or are in the church at all, because…someone 
invited you!  This is how most of us end up in the faith community. 
At some point, last week or decades ago, someone said, “you should 
come to church.” And you said, “I think I will.” You put aside 
your reservations and anxieties and preconceived notions and you 
decided to give it a try. Many of us come to church first as invited 
guests. We keep coming because of the welcome we experience.

This morning, as we come to the end of our month-long sermon 
series and the final chapters of this powerful letter, the Apostle Paul 
offers the Roman Christians, and all of us, words of blessing and 
some very specific instructions. The blessing is a reminder of God’s 
constant and consistent presence with us, bringing hope, joy, peace, 
faith, offering encouragement as we seek to live in harmony with 
one another and share the gospel’s good news with others. 

The instructions reveal Paul’s insistence that the Roman Christians 
shift from passive welcome to active hospitality. Remember that in 
Rome (as in most of the early Church), there was a sharp division 
between Jews and Gentiles. Jesus and all of his original disciples had 
been faithful Jews, as had Paul himself. But Paul’s call from God 
transformed his understanding of grace and pushed him far beyond 
his comfort zone. He was reminded of what the Hebrew prophets 
had announced many generations earlier: that there would come 
a day when Gentiles, those outside the chosen community, would 
be welcomed and included and embraced. Paul believed that this 
day had come in Jesus Christ, who welcomed outsiders and broke 

down dividing walls, and who ventured beyond the boundaries of 
polite society and proper protocol to actively invite the rejected and 
ignored into the kingdom of God. In Jesus, Paul saw the mandate for 
inclusion, and so he urged all of his churches to extend hospitality 
and welcome to Gentiles. 

But he went further than this; it would not be enough to offer 
a warm reception to those who happened into the church on 
Sunday mornings. The Christians in Rome would have to become 
a community of invitation. Why? Quite simply, because they 
were disciples of Jesus Christ. Paul puts it in this very clear and 
direct form: “Welcome one another, therefore, just as Christ has 
welcomed you, for the glory of God.”  Our welcome is rooted in the 
welcome of Christ, which is both proactive and unconditional. The 
life of Jesus is the model for our ministry of welcoming. And the life 
of Jesus reveals a God who does not just welcome, but who invites all 
to a life of faith in community. Saints and sinners, Pharisees and tax 
collectors, Jews and Gentiles, insiders and outsiders, the invitation 
of Jesus is to all whom God has called—and that means everyone. 
There is nothing passive about the welcome that Jesus offers, it is not 
a matter of waiting with open arms. Instead, we are called to seek 
out and invite, just as Jesus did. Welcome one another, just as Christ 
has welcomed you. Remember Jesus’ parable of the great banquet, 
which ends with this instruction from the master, “‘Go out to the 
roads and country lanes and compel them to come in, so that my 
house will be full.” That’s invitational ministry; that is a welcome 
rooted in the life of Jesus Christ.

What would it mean for Second to model its welcome after the 
welcome that we receive from God? It would mean being a little 
more gracious and accommodating than we might otherwise 
be. It would mean extending our hospitality even to the point of 
discomfort. It would mean resisting the temptation to judge others. 
It might even mean giving up a spot in your self-assigned lifetime 
pew, smiling at the parents of a crying baby, extending God’s peace 
to a total stranger, learning to appreciate differences in dress, music 
style, and worship response. Now I’m traversing dangerous terrain 
for the new pastor, but I’ve heard some of you describe feeling 
moved to respond to an anthem or proclamation some Sunday 
morning. Then you say, “but I wouldn’t dare to do that at Second 
Church.” What if you dared? Would it be a way of extending the 
welcome to others who feel the same way? Just maybe.

Now don’t get upset; I’m not being anti-intellectual or 
unreformed. I’m not advocating disrespect or sloppiness—surely 
you know me better than that by now. I am wondering what it would 
mean to move from welcoming to inviting in this place? Perhaps it 
would mean taking our welcome beyond this place, not just making 
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all who enter worship here comfortable and at home, but taking our 
welcome to those who have not yet arrived. We have a story to tell 
and a testimony to give, and there are so many who desperately need 
the message that we have: that God welcomes them, loves, them, 
calls them, and trusts them with a mission in the world. We have 
a message that is not captive to political ideology or emotional 
manipulation. And we are called to share it.

As Tom Long has beautifully written, “when you stand there in 
the entrance of your church, offering hospitality to these visitors, 
you are doing far more than simply being a nice person issuing a 
cheery welcome. You are showing the hospitality of God.”  But this 
hospitality means more than welcome. Tom continues, “People 
want to be joined with others in offering themselves to God in ways 
that truly matter.  If people needed only to be warmly welcomed 
into church and to be recognized by name, then our goal would be 
simple: be a friendly church. But people need more than friendliness, 
more than a warm welcome and a cheerful smile. People want their 
lives to count for something, and they come to church to make an 
offering. People want to join with others in giving and serving, in 
doing something of value for God and for the world.”ii 

Something of value for God and for the world. Isn’t this what you 
are seeking? A purpose beyond the daily grind or going through 
the motions? Isn’t this what we offer when we invite others to join 
us in the ministry of the church, and then make room for them in 
our pews and in our hearts. Consider this. Every Sunday morning 
when we gather in worship, there is someone sitting with you in 
the pew who almost didn’t come. They weren’t sure they would be 
welcomed. They wondered if anyone would speak to them. There 
is someone in each service who is almost out of hope, who is giving 
church one last chance. If you’ve been that person, you know how 
much welcome can mean. 

I’ve seen it. Someone brand new to town and feeling lonely, just 
hoping to be in the company of others. I’ve seen it. A young man 
deeply wounded by the exclusionary message of his childhood church, 
just sticking his head in for old times’ sake. I’ve seen it. A family, just 
settling into the neighborhood, just looking for a preschool in the 
area. I’ve seen it. A woman grieving the loss of her husband, just here 
for one Sunday because he loved to go to church. Just stopping by, just 
looking, just trying it out, just in the area, just sitting in the back, just 
this once, just one more chance. Just…and then something, someone 
takes hold of that person. It happens in the warmth of a smile, a 
genuine handshake.  It happens when the person sitting close by, or 
on the stairs outside, says, “I’m glad you’re here.” It happens when we 
move from polite greetings to Christlike welcome.

What does it mean to be a community of genuine welcome? Deep 
down, I believe it means we refuse to allow our fear to overwhelm 
our faith. It means that we cannot make an exclusive claim on the 
blessing of God or the gifts of community. Our call is to welcome as 
we have been welcomed.  

In the tiny town of Warrenton near the North Carolina-Virginia 
border where there is a tiny Presbyterian church of sixteen members, 
a church that gave me space to grow and learn and unconditional 
love and support. For three years during college, I preached to those 

faithful souls each Sunday. One of the saints of that church was a 
woman named Jan Maynard. A retired teacher turned farmer, she 
radiated warmth and grace, she glowed with God’s Spirit.

I remember one afternoon attending the book club meeting 
in Warrenton--participants in the club were the pastors and lay 
leaders of local congregations, Episcopalians, Baptists, Methodists, 
Catholics, and Presbyterians. We found ourselves sharing personal 
stories of faith formation. How did you become a Christian? One 
by one, members of the group described how we had been raised by 
loving and faithful parents who brought us to Sunday school and 
church, told us the stories of Jesus, and helped us to grow in maturity 
of faith. Each story sounded something like that, until there was 
only one person left to speak. As tears formed in her eyes, she said, 
“I am a Christian because the church saved my life.” We all leaned 
in to hear more. Jan told her story—abandoned by her parents as an 
infant. Sent to a foster home, where she was physically abused for 
the first six years of her life. At age seven, she was adopted by a local 
family. Not knowing what to expect, she spent the first night wide 
awake in her new bed, afraid and anxious. She left her shoes on that 
night in case she needed to run away. The next morning, a Sunday, 
the family got up early, had breakfast, and got into the car.

“It was my first time at church and I had no idea what to expect. 
We walked into the Sunday school classroom, and the teacher’s face 
lit up. ‘Welcome, Janet, we’ve been waiting for you’ Then she read 
the Bible story for the day. I will never forget it. Jesus says to his 
disciples, ‘Let the little children come to me. Do not stop them’ I 
knew, knew with all of my heart, that he was talking about me. I 
knew that I was home. I am a Christian because of that moment.”

Welcome another, just as Christ has welcomed you.  Amen.

__________________________
i “Taking Your Hospitality to the Next Level,” Macedonian Ministries of Presbytery of 
Greater Atlanta.
ii Thomas G. Long, “Hospitality to the Stranger,” http://www.alban.org/conversation.
aspx?id=4576


