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All are Welcome
Do you remember the last time you felt decidedly
uncomfortable somewhere? Maybe it was the office party
where your spouse works. Or at your child's back-toschool night. Or on a blind date. Or the first day on a new
job. Usually, we feel uncomfortable either when we don't
know many of the people around us or when we're not
sure of our role, place, or responsibilities. We've all been
there -- feeling left out, alone, out of our depth,
unwelcome. It's a lousy feeling. So lousy, in fact, that
we'll go to pretty great lengths to avoid it.
Now, imagine for a moment feeling that way at church.
This may be harder, as for most of us church is one of the
places we feel most at home. That's why, after all, we
went into the ministry in the first place. But here's the
thing: each and every week, there are a certain number of
people sitting in our pews, listening attentively or only
partially to our sermons, singing or just mouthing the
words of the hymns, going through the motions of the
prayers and liturgy, who do not feel at home at church.
More, they feel a bit like an outsider.
That may be hard for us to imagine, but it's true: a whole
lot of people don't feel particularly welcome or
comfortable at church. No one from our congregations sets
out to make them feel unwelcome. I know that; you do,
too. But the co-workers of our spouse, the parents of our
kids' classmates, the date we just met, the experienced
colleagues at our new job -- they didn't set out to make us
feel unwelcome or out of place either. It just happens.
Blame isn't the issue.
The issue is what can we do about it.
The biblical texts appointed for this day conspire together
to make the case that everyone should feel welcome in our
congregations. Why? Because God says they are
welcome!

Isaiah comes right out and names them as foreigners. No
one will be left out, God promises, gathering the faithful
and the foreigners, the insiders and the outcast, all together
as one people. Paul, who has struggled these last couple of
weeks to understand why so many of his own people have
rejected the Messiah, finally realizes that he simply cannot
comprehend God's ways but can only trust God's promise,
both to Israel and all the world. In fact, were we to read

one verse further, we would see and hear Paul faithfully
throw in the towel and surrender in awe to the mystery
and grace of God: "O the depth of the riches and wisdom
and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his
judgments and how inscrutable his ways!" (Rom. 11:33).

As strong as these two readings are, however, it's in
Matthew that things really get cooking. We have the
quintessential insider/outsider story here, as Matthew
reshapes a narrative he has inherited from Mark to break
open the idea that some are chosen and some are not.
Keep in mind, while reading, that in many ways
Matthew's Gospel is the most "Jewish," the most
interested, that is, in demonstrating that Jesus is the
Jewish messiah, the fulfillment of prophecy, righteous
according to the law, Moses' successor, and so on. In that
context, listen to Jim Boyce's excellent summary of
matters as Matthew pits the insider disciples against the
outsider Canaanite woman:
Yes, all are welcome. All. Everyone. All.
Who knows why people don't always feel welcome.
Maybe they're present on Sunday as reluctant spouses or
children -- that is, people who would choose to spend
their Sunday mornings another way if it didn't matter so
much to someone they care about that they come to
church. Or maybe they've never really understood all the
things we say and do at church and it's all just a little
confusing. Or maybe they had some bad experiences of
the church as a child and it's hard to ever feel
comfortable. Or maybe they just can't figure out this
whole biblical-story thing and just wish the pastor would
reference a story they understood. Or maybe they're
intimidated because all the "regulars" seem to know what
they're doing. Or maybe they have a hard time believing
that pastor would want
them there if you
really knew the
problems they have.
Or maybe....

But that's the point.
We don't know. And
we won't....
...Unless we ask.
~ An excerpt from Dear
Working Preacher,
David Lose

Reflecting on the Word
____1st Reading: Genesis 45:1-15
How would you define forgiveness? Joseph models
forgiveness in amazing fashion. From his story, what can
you learn about forgiveness? Joseph’s brothers
experienced forgiveness. Can you learn something about
being forgiven through their experience? Why did Joseph
not reveal himself on his brothers’ first visit? In verses 7
and 8, we learn of Joseph’s great spiritual maturity. What
lessons can we learn from this to help us resolve conflicts
among ourselves? In verse 5, Joseph urged his brothers to
forget the past. Is it possible to “forgive and not forget?”
The wrongs of the past can make hearts cold, hard and
bitter. How and why should we avoid this? How would
you counsel someone who refuses to forgive? Perhaps
they are trapped in bitterness or filled with anger? What
verses would you use to help them understand that it is
both necessary and possible? Gospel Grace Church,
Apostolic Christian Church

____Psalm Reading: Psalm 133
God doesn’t just want us to love Him (worship); He also
wants us to love His family (fellowship). How are the two
(love for God and love for His family) related? What
does Christian fellowship look like? How is it best
expressed? Why should a believer in Jesus Christ
consider becoming a member of a local church family?
Why is unity good and pleasant? Why is unity like the
precious anointing oil? The correct term is “ointment.”
What comes to mind when you think of the anointing oil?
Why is unity like the precious dew of Hermon? What
comes to mind when you think about the dew of Hermon?
What connection does ‘life forever more’ have with
unity? If God’s blessing is eternal life – how important is
it that we strive to get along now with those with whom
we will be spending eternity? When the church ‘lives in
unity’ what does it look like to us and the watching
world? North Shore Community Baptist Church, Time for
Truth

Praying Toward Sunday
With open arms You welcome all who call on Your
name—
who acknowledge You as Lord, and look to You in
faith.
No one stands outside the circle of Your mercy and
love.
And so we come to offer You our worship—
to declare that You are our God,
and that we are Your people,
called and chosen by You from the very beginning.
Through the presence of Your Holy Spirit
open our eyes to see You here;
open our minds to receive Your truth,
and our mouths to speak and sing Your praise.
For You alone are God—
worthy of all praise and worship,
now and to the end of time.
Amen.

The Embrace
She is a woman. A foreigner. A pagan. Unclean.
He belongs to the chosen people.
She has means, independence, and a crackling
intelligence.
He is an illegitimate, itinerant rabbi.
She has a daughter possessed by a demon. She needs
him.
He is on a purposeful but limited mission.
She is everything he most despises and fears.
He's in for a major breakthrough.
~ Suzanne Guthrie, At the Edge of Enclosure

____3rd Reading: Romans 11:1-2a, 29-32
Earlier in Romans Paul has been speaking about the
importance of the Gospel among the Gentiles (non-Jews).
Why do you think he finds it important, in the midst of
this, to reaffirm God’s love for the Jewish people? Try to
summarize Paul’s argument in verses 1-12. How does he
prove that God’s not finished with the Jewish people?
Explain what Paul might mean (especially vs. 11, 14) that
the inclusion of the Gentiles in the Kingdom might actually
help bring the Jewish people to faith? Where are we in
Paul’s analogy? What messages does he offer us as
Gentiles – why should we be thankful? What is our
tendency, and what warning does Paul offer us in vs. 1921? Perhaps a loaded question… According to Paul, what
is our relationship as Christians to the Jewish people… and
to the Jewish faith? Should our relationship with them be
any different than our relationship with others? Should our
response to anti-Semitism be any different than our
response to other racial prejudices and discrimination? In
the end, why is it important for us to remember our place
on the tree, and who is the Root? Faith Element
____4th Reading: Matthew 15:(10-20), 21-28
Why is this story so shocking? What business did Jesus
have in the land of the Gentiles if He came specifically for
the house of Israel? How is the woman’s plea similar to
that of Peter as he sank after first walking on the water?
How is Jesus’ response different? Why did Jesus not
initially answer her, in verse 23? Who are the dogs? She
calls Him “Lord, Son of David.” Why is this surprising?
What does this tell us about the woman? Who does the
woman represent? How is her response something we
should do in our own life and tell others to do when they
experience difficult situations? After being rebuffed by
Jesus, what was significant about the woman’s response?
Why does Jesus sometimes put stumbling block along our
path? What moved Jesus to grant the Canaanite woman’s
request? What does this story teach us about faith?
Redeemer Lutheran Church

