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Good evening! It is wonderful to be here two weeks in a row. The advantage for me is that when you are older, sometimes you forget stuff. During the week, I remembered that there was this other thing I wanted to say, so I’m going to say it now! This is a P.S. to last week. For those of you who weren’t here, this is a two week deal called The Heart of the Matter. Last week, I talked about The Word, Jesus and my words. How does The Word affect my words? And this week, I want to talk about his life and my life. How does his life, how do his actions affect my life?
There are two ways people us. One is by what we say and the other is by what we do. Last week, I mentioned that we can use words in at least two ways. These are the two big ways. You can use them as weapons or you can use them as keys. You can either slice somebody up or you can enhance their lives by how we use language.

So, it isn’t just the words that we say, it can also be the words that we write. I always tell people in organizational situations, ‘Don’t ever deal with a personnel issue through email.’ That is the worst way to do that. How many of you have found that to be true? Yes. But Ruth, my wife of 51 years, usually is here with me once a year. We will drive across the country and spend a couple of weeks. This year, the schedule changed and she is not here but I want you to see her again. This is Ruth and me in Estes Park, Colorado. She is a writer. I’m a person who discovers what he is thinking even as he speaks and she processes it inside and gives you the nuggets. So we will be riding along in the car and I will bring up something and I’ll say, ‘What do you think?’ And it will just be silence and I think she must have a hearing impediment so I ask again and she says, ‘I’m thinking, give me time and let me think.’  But she made a decision some years ago that whenever she was with the grandchildren, and she has always said since we have been married is that all she ever wanted to be is a mother and a grandmother. Well, those are two huge aspirations. You can shape a whole world by being a mom and a grandmother. So whenever she has been with the grandchildren, and our eldest grandchild is now 23, she will come back and she will record on the computer what they did together and keep a journal. And when they graduate from high school, this has happened twice now with the two eldest granddaughters, they get one of these. This is grandmother’s journal for my first grandchild. They went online and it has her pictures and her comments and her interpretations and art for 18 years. Then she gave one to Claire this last year, Claire said it was the best high school graduation present she got. Then more recently, she has started writing letters to friends of hers who may be 20 years older than she is. So ladies in their 90s who don’t get out, once a week, will get a letter from Ruth. Getting a letter today, like a real letter with a stamp on it, that’s huge! Snail mail is huge! I just wanted to say that words that are written like that can be a huge blessing to someone’s life. When they are spoken, you only get them one time, but when they are written, you can reflect on it again and again.

So, this week, His Life/My Life. When Jesus speaks, when I read Him in the gospels, it is usually not baby Jesus, meek and mild.  It is usually strong, non-mushy words. And when you read Jesus in the gospels, his words and his actions are congruent. That means they match. 

In my married life, more than once, I’ve come home, walked in and Ruth is in the kitchen and something has happened during the day and I can tell something has happened that was not great because I walk into the kitchen and she is cooking and I will say, ‘How are you?’ and she will say, ‘Fine,’ and the pans are going bang and whap! That’s a dead give-away guys! There is incongruence between her words and actions in those situations. I have my own things that I do. But some of the actions that Jesus suggests we do or take, which He models, challenge me to the core. And several of those are found in a passage in Matthew 10:37-40. This is how it reads:
37 “Anyone who loves their father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; anyone who loves their son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me. 

When I read those lines, it sort of sets my teeth on edge. I say, wait a minute, I thought we were supposed to love our neighbors, the closest ones to us if you will, as we love you. But I think the essence of this is – if you put Me first, you will love your mom and dad better. If you put Me first, you will love that son or daughter more fully because I am the One who teaches you how to love. 

38 Whoever does not take up their cross and follow me is not worthy of me. 39 Whoever finds their life will lose it, and whoever loses their life for my sake will find it.

40 “Anyone who welcomes you welcomes me, and anyone who welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me.

This is where I want to land this weekend.  Whoever receives you receives Me, Jesus says. And whoever receives Me receives the One who sent Me. 

It was 1980, I was a young college President in California and I was at a conference and I was getting a 7-Up and my back was to the crowd and I heard this voice, this big voice, this radio kind of voice and I turned around and it wasn’t coming from a big man. He was a smallish man but he had this wonderful, warm voice. It turns out his name was Hugh Corey and he was a church leader in southern New England, a Bostonian. That was in 1980.  During our conversation, we got to know each other. He and his wife were lovely people and they said, ‘If you are ever on the East Coast, come see us, give us a call and we’ll have dinner or something.’ So in 1983, we took our whole family, it was the year before our eldest daughter graduated from high school and we thought it might be our last shot for a family vacation so we took our whole family and went to the East Coast and drove the East Coast for 30 days and only stayed in hotels two nights because we creatively mooched off of our friends! So we called the Corey’s and they said, ‘Come on over!’ We thought we were going to dinner and we ended up staying four days! They took us to Boston, to the Charles River and the Esplanade on the Fourth of July! I mean, the Fourth of July in DC is great but the Charles River, you’ve got the Boston Pops Orchestra playing and you’ve got 250,000 people with song sheets singing I’m a Yankee Doodle Dandy and you’ve got Glad bags for your trash and it was just a moment in time. Then they took us to Cape Cod and their son was home from college. He was going to be the student body president of a small college the next year. He was 20 years old and our teenage daughters feel madly in love with him in just two days! His name was Barry and he is now the President of Biola University in Southern California. We became friends and his family became our friends. Hugh died 17 years ago and his memorial service was at a famous old church in Boston called Park Street Church looking out over the Boston Commons and Barry wanted to say something to his father so he wrote a letter. And he said he couldn’t read and he asked me to read it. So during the service, I read the letter. And that letter included this verse that we just read, Matthew 10:40. It was Hugh Corey’s life verse. Why? Why would his life verse be whoever receives you receives Me and whoever receives Me receives Him who sent Me? What was the shape of that idea in Hugh Corey’s life? I think Hugh Corey discovered this, that when hospitality, when a welcoming spirit, comes from any quarter, the kingdom of God has an opening. When a hospitable, welcoming spirit comes from any quarter, the kingdom of God identifies with that. In the 1st Century, the Greek language and the Romans road allowed the good news to be carried around the Mediterranean Basin and Jesus and his followers were in that culture. They leveraged that. In the ancient world, the idea of identity was tied to family and community so it was understood that in showing hospitality when I welcomed you, I didn’t just welcome you but I implicitly welcomed the community who sent you and all that they represent. So if I welcome you, I automatically welcome your family and I automatically welcome the folks who sent you. Nothing is more imbedded in Middle Eastern culture than hospitality. Jesus and his followers were wandering teachers if you will that lived off the land. There were no Holiday Inns or Hyatt’s or Hiltons. So what could Jesus mean by his statement, ‘He who welcomes you welcomes Me and he who welcomes Me welcomes the One who sent Me.’  
First of all, whatever He is saying has to be simple. If you are going to take a message around the world, back in that day you had no CNN, no internet and you couldn’t text it. It had to go through people and it couldn’t be complex. You had lots of illiterate people. You couldn’t write dissertations about it. If the whole world is to be touched or to hear or experience the good news, it could not be a complex process. The world will not be won by me standing up here talking.

Back in the 1920s, there was a missionary in the Philippines by the name of Dr. Frank Laubach who became famous for an idea called Each One Teach One. The idea is that when I share something with you about Jesus, it won’t be everything because I don’t know everything, but that little piece that I share with you, you turn around and tell your neighbor and then I’ll tell you another part and you tell your neighbor that part. When you were invited in and made welcome, what happens? Well, divides are bridged, walls come down, understanding starts to dawn and implications are astounded. 

Our second daughter, Jenny, worked on the Hill here for four years for a Congressman and then she went with a group called World Vision to West Africa. I went to see her in West Africa. It’s in the hump of Africa with a lot of desert. She told me some friends had invited us over. So we went to their house and we sat on the dirt floor and we ate goat meat out of a common pot and they welcomed us and gave us everything they had. What happened was, when they welcomed Jenny, they got her dad. That’s how that works. Some years before, she had been in Cambodia for a year teaching English to medical students and she said a Chinese family had invited us for dinner. So we went down these back alleys that smelled like old fish and up some rickety stairs and it was not a very inviting place but when we stepped in the door, it was an inviting place. We sat on the floor and we ate rice and some other stuff out of a dish and when they got Jenny, they automatically got her dad by default. Why? Because this thing Jesus says, Jesus is the most practical person in the universe, and He says that when you put skin on words, when you put skin on a message, when it comes in human form, it changes the whole dynamic. If Jesus had thought that the good news was just informational, He would have just written Jesus loves you in the Northern lights and let it flash for 2,000 years. But that’s not how it works.
I love the passage in John 1:35 and following, check it out, where John the Baptist, who was a relative of Jesus six months older, comes to the Jordan River. He has a couple of guys with him, Andrew and one other guy, and he sees Jesus and he says, ‘Look! The Lamb of God!’ And it says that John’s two guys start following Jesus. Well, I’m saying that’s not good if you are trying to get your own infrastructure, unless you want your guys to follow Jesus. Then that’s a different deal. Jesus turns around and says, ‘What do you want?’  But see, I think Jesus is God so I think He should know what they want. But He engages them. That is what practical, skin on the word, does is it engages you in the conversation. And they say, ‘Where are you staying?’  They don’t ask Him a philosophical question, a scientific question, a theological question, you get the sense that if they could hang with Him they will have plenty of time for conversation. He doesn’t tell them where He is staying. All He says is, ‘Come and see.”  So they started walking with Him and the rest of the gospels describe what happens when they came and saw, when they discovered Him as they went. 

What was needed then and now, his presence, when someone is dying in the hospital, they don’t just need a text message. They need somebody to sit with them, to be present and hold their hand. When a child is scared, words don’t help much but a hug and presence help. In the overwhelmingness of this information age, I don’t need another fact. There will be more new knowledge generated this year than in the 5,000 years prior to this year. I don’t need another fact. I don’t need another study. I don’t need another news flash. I don’t need another sales pitch. What I need is you. What I need is a cup of coffee and a listening ear and authentic engagement. 

Hospitality is not just Middle East culture, it is kingdom culture. In the New Testament, the Greek word translated hospitality literally means love of strangers. It is commended and commanded.  In the Old Testament, we are specifically commanded by God: When an alien lives with you in your land, do not mistreat him. The alien living with you must be treated as one of your native born. Love him as yourself, for you were aliens in Egypt. That’s in Leviticus 19.  The writer of Hebrews reminds us not to forget to entertain strangers for by so doing, some people have entertained angels without knowing it. Hebrews 13.

When hospitality is in play, good things happen. You say, well you are not talking about us being hospitable, you are talking about other people being hospitable to us, right? True but the idea is a kingdom idea. 
I have some friends who are both with the Lord now but they used to have a summer home up on Lake Michigan with sand dunes and oak trees overlooking the lake. When you walked into the house, you felt different. It was so peaceful. I said to the wife, ‘Why does the house feel like this?’ She said, ‘We have a theory, Dick, that when good things happen in a house, it gets into the walls, friendly gets into the walls.’

Just one reaching out in a hospitable way can change a whole life.

Two weeks ago, a fellow sent me this picture. This is a picture of a man in Australia who lives near a cliff and over the last 50 years, people have come to throw themselves off the cliff and he has saved approximately 160 lives by simply walking out and engaging them in conversation and inviting them in for a cup of tea. 
So what could Jesus mean? I think He means that someone, when they get you as a friend, they automatically get Jesus and his Father. The Spirit of Jesus is in you already because you’ve given your life to Him and when somebody gives you space in their area, when they invite you in, they automatically get the whole Godhead, Father, Son and Spirit. I have no clue how that works but He says I and my Father are one and he who sees Me sees the Father. So this is powerful. It is simple. It is practical and it is powerful.

Could it be that when you make a friend and somebody invites you into their space that because Jesus comes with you, they get the possibility of redemption? They get the possibility of their whole life being turned inside out because they hang out with you at Starbucks. You may say that doesn’t sound very lofty but it does if you are the one getting set free. This whole idea, I need someone to come along and take the hit for me because if I have to carry all my junk forever, if I have to be responsible because I did that thing or made that choice or made a wrong move and it hurt people, if I have to carry all of that accumulating as I go through life, by the time I get to the end, I will be glad to die. But the point is, He comes along and says why don’t you let Me take that and I will swap that out for my joy. Let me take that and I will swap it for my glory. When you walk into the room, you bring that possibility with you. Jesus says, ‘Not only do you get Me but I and the Father are one so you also get the Father.’

There is one passage particularly in the gospels that I love where Jesus is being baptized by his relative John the Baptist and a voice from heaven says about Jesus, ‘This is my Son in whom I am well pleased.’  He gets the approval of his Father and He hasn’t done anything yet. He hasn’t raised anybody from the dead or died on the cross. He hasn’t done any of that and He already has approval.

We live in a generation that is starved. They often know the nurturing of a mother and the approval of a mother, but we live in a generation and a time when oftentimes the approval from a father goes wanting. And I might never get an approval from an earthly father but what if I got the approval from the Father who is the Father of all fathers? What if I got that stamp of approval? Scripture says that when I receive Jesus, I step into Him. There are two great words in the New Testament: in Christ. In Christ, I am a new creation. In Christ, there is no male or female, bond or free. In Christ, when I step into Jesus, who is approved by the Father, He looks at me and sees his Son. When I step into Jesus, the Father looks at me and He sees his Son. Jesus says, ‘I will take the hit.’ That’s how it is.
For me, those two items, redemption and the approval of a heavenly Father, are totally, absolutely life-changing. They give me security and significance all at one shot.

So Hugh Corey spent his life working at making himself receivable. I called his son Barry yesterday in California. I said, ‘Barry, I want to use this at NCC.’ He said, ‘Great.’ I said, ‘What would be the essence of your dad’s understanding of that text?’  He said, ‘He wanted to make himself receivable. He wanted to not walk around with sharp edges. He wanted to be a person who would most likely be welcomed in because when he was welcomed in, he brought Jesus in with him.’  

So when you are received, what is your message? When somebody invites you in, what is the message you bring? I think the message we bring is my heavenly Father wants to receive you. My heavenly Father wants you to know that you are invited to his house. 

The Father’s message in Jesus is simply this – my home is your home. The Father says this place where I am, if you are in Jesus, He will bring you here.

If you never got the approval of an earthly father, you have it here. If you never knew redemption by a system where you were chewed up and spit out or you never found redemption, you are redeemed here. That’s how this life works.

He who receives you, Jesus says, receives Me. He who receives Me receives the One who sent Me.

So the next time you sit down for coffee with someone, the next time you go over to someone’s home, understand that it might look like you are walking in the door alone, but you are not. You are bringing your people with you.  

Here is a heavenly Father who is so excited about being at home where you are and where you take Him that He wants to be sure, I believe in my reading of these gospels, He wants to be sure that ultimately you have this other home and that those people who have welcomed you in, He would like for you to bring them with you. That’s how it is.

My father-in-law was a hero of mine. He died some years ago. When someone asked him, ‘How do you define discipleship?’ He said, ‘Make a friend and take them with you.’ 

Make a friend and take them with you.  The most powerful expression of the kingdom of God is when somebody welcomes you over and you go and you bring Him and the Father with you.

I’ve told this story at least half a dozen times over the years at National Community Church and I’m going to tell it again because it captures, for me, the heart of God who loves to see you welcomed in.

I was doing a memorial service some years ago with a young pastor and he told this story and it is appropriate because we are now into the playoffs and the World Series. He said:

I was a baseball player and my father was a very conservative man and he never came to any of my games in high school.  He always wore a dark suit, a navy blue suit and a regimental tie, one of those with the stripes. I would ask him to come to the games and he would never come. He was busy, I understood that. But we were playing for the championship of the league in high school my senior year and I begged my dad to come and he was non-committal and I walked out onto the ball field that day and all these people sitting in white outfits and pastel colors up there in the stands. I looked up and there sitting right in the middle of the stands in his navy blue suit was my dad wearing his regimental tie. I was so excited! We played our hearts out and we got to the bottom of the ninth inning and the other team was ahead four runs to one but we had the bases loaded. There were two outs and I was up. That means that if I could get a homerun, we could win this thing. I stepped into the batter’s box and I got ready and the pitcher put one right down the pipe and I swung and got strike one. I stepped back out and did all the things that baseball players do and I got back in and swung and got strike two. I backed out and did my thing and then it was a full count and the place was going crazy. This was the moment, if I could hit this thing, we could win this game. So I pounded my bat and under my breath, I said, ‘God, if You are there, this is the time!’  The pitcher put one right down the middle and I nailed it! I drove it to centerfield and I raced for first base and as I rounded first, the first guy scored and I rounded second and the next guy scored. They picked up the ball in the outfield and I was going as fast as I could and they threw the ball in and everybody was screaming and all of a sudden, I heard my dad shouting, ‘It’s ok son, you are going to make it, come on home!’  The juices were flowing and I raced around third base and I slid in under the tag and we won the game. But I didn’t care. All I could remember was my dad shouting at the top of his lungs, ‘It’s ok son, you are going to make it, come on home!’
I believe this weekend that the Creator of the universe is standing shouting, ‘It’s ok kids, you are going to make it, come on home!’  Just make yourself receivable so people welcome you in and you will bring some folks with you.
Bow your heads and your hearts with me.

Father, thank You for your grace. Thank You for the tactile, tangible quality that surrounds your words; that You are not just words but that You walk the language out. The language of life. The enemy of our souls would like to make the good news complicated when You have made it simple. He would like to distance us from people and be high and lofty and over there speaking a different language, but You have given us a common language and it is the language of engagement. Help us to be people who are receivable. Help us be folks who understand that when we walk into the room, we don’t walk in alone. We are not responsible for everything You want to do, but we can be responsible for being available. Thank You Lord for your grace in our lives. We want You to know that we will never get over You. For those who sit within the sound of my voice, who never felt the approval of an earthly father, even in this moment, let them sense your hand on them saying well done good and faithful daughter or that’s my boy, see what I’m going to do with him.  Help us Lord to receive that grace and that blessing in our lives even as we speak. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 

Transcribed by:

Ministry Transcription

margaretsalyers@gmail.com 
