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6.28.2026 Pentecost 5                                     Pastor Timothy McKenzie 
Jeremiah 28:5-9; Psalm 89:1-4, 15-18; Romans 6:12-23; Matthew 10:40-42  

“The Welcome of Christ” 
Grace to you, and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 
  Today Jesus continues to teach us about discipleship. He makes it clear that he is known 
through you to everyone you meet, saying, “Whoever welcomes you welcomes me, and 
whoever welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me.” Jesus is reminding us that he sends us 
out to represent him so that everyone who welcomes you also welcomes Jesus and the one who 
sent him. This makes each of us missionaries – people taking part in God’s mission! You are 
important because you are how God is at work in this world.  
  This insight is incarnational. The unseen God becomes visible through you. In John’s gospel 
Jesus says, “As the Father has sent me, so I send you” (Jn. 20:21). Over our lifetimes, we are 
disciples and ambassadors, representing Jesus in all our relationships. God created you to be 
you, and God needs each of your gifts in his mission of love to the world. 

Have you ever had to represent someone or something? Perhaps you have traveled for 
business representing a company; perhaps you wore a uniform representing this nation, the 
police, or the fire department; perhaps you have traveled domestically or internationally, 
representing a government or an organization. In doing so, you didn’t represent yourself; but 
rather, the one who sent you. You were the face of the company or the organization that sent 
you. God was hidden within you using your gifts, education, training and faith to serve and 
help others.  

Martin Luther called this the larva Dei or the “mask of God,” in which God dwells in you 
and you become the face or mask of God to others. Jesus is making the connection between the 
God who is unseen and each of us who make God visible in our lives.  

My story is not unique, yet I repeatedly experienced God’s hiddenness as a missionary in 
Japan. God was hidden in my strengths and weaknesses; in my foreignness and my difference; 
in my openness to other perspectives, so that God might reveal Godself through me. In Japan I 
was given the work of a parish pastor, a church administrator, the president of a Lutheran non-
for-profit organization, and as a professor of theology. I stress, this is not about me; it is about 
God hidden in me, God incarnate and at work through me as he is also in you. You are the 
mask of God – God hidden, alive, and working through you.  
  Each June in Tokyo, the Japan Evangelical Lutheran Church held roundtable meetings with 
its partnering international church bodies and mission organizations. Representatives from 
Denmark, Finland, Germany, and the USA came to Tokyo as visible representatives, as the 
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face of churches far away. One of my duties at the time was to translate from English into 
Japanese during these meetings, and on this occasion, I was translating for my boss who had 
flown in from Chicago to deliver what was a tough sounding message. The message was that 
“an old era of missions” was ending – missionaries would no longer be sent to Japan to do 
“primary evangelism,” meaning planting churches and serving as local pastors, because such 
work was now the work of the Japanese church – a church with schools, colleges, a seminary, 
committed lay people, and resources to do the full work of local mission. 

After dutifully translating the message, there was silence in the room as people sought to 
understand what this new message meant and what this potentially new era might look like. 
Everyone looked at me and my face as if I was responsible for the message. Finally, after 
many questions and more translation, people began to realize that the Holy Spirit was the real 
messenger in the room. God was doing a new thing, and my Japanese colleagues began to 
welcome the new thing God was doing in their midst. They welcomed not only the 
messengers; but they also welcomed the God who is always making all things new.  
  This is what God does: God works through our often weak and limited “humanness,” 
creating new things with human faces and voices. God surprises us with grace! God transcends 
our very human limitations of sin and death to do a new thing through us.  

Paul describes this today, writing, “But now that you have been freed from sin and enslaved 
to God, the fruit you have, leads to sanctification, and the end is eternal life.” To be a disciple 
is to live trusting that God is becoming “God in us.” We are always becoming in the Holy 
Spirit the new and holy thing God desires. Paul uses a word translated as “sanctification,” or 
hagiasmos in Greek, meaning God’s process of becoming holy in us. Said simply: To be a 
disciple of Jesus is a process of God becoming holy in us. We are always in the process of 
becoming, so that through us, the welcome of Jesus might become visible to all people.  
  One thing I learned as a teenager from my Jesuit education is that “assertion is not 
demonstration.” Assertions made, demand visible proof. Today, many in our world assert 
themselves as “Christians,” yet without making Jesus visible. Jesus calls his disciples to feed 
the hungry, clothe the naked, visit the sick and imprisoned, and welcome the stranger. No 
individual or nation can claim to be Christian without demonstrating Christ’s concern for the 
weak, the oppressed, and those on the margins.  

Jesus says it this way, “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.” A cup of cold 
water represents doing the many small but important acts of mercy that make Jesus known 
through you to others.  
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This is what we are always seeking to do as a church. Our mission is to be the face of Jesus 
Christ. When Paul says you are freed from sin to live for God, he is talking about liberation 
from all the sinful “stuff” we also claim about ourselves – all the cultural, nationalist, and self-
centered things that we and the world are constantly asserting.  

Disciples follow Christ alone. To be a disciple is to live freed from all the cultural baggage 
of sin and death preventing us from sharing the open-armed welcome of Jesus Christ to all 
people. Our mission is to open the doors of the church as widely as possible so that our faces 
and voices become the loving welcome of Jesus.  

Jesus needs you as you are; everyone, people of every nationality and ethnicity, gay and 
straight, poor and better off, people of all abilities. God needs you. As Jesus welcomed a sinful 
man crucified with him, he welcomes each of us because we are in need his grace and 
forgiveness, without which, we cannot share Christ with others. 

Yet we live in a world which spends enormous amounts of time and money reinforcing a 
message that some are welcome and others unwelcome, that some are better than others, and 
that some are without value. To be the face of Jesus means seeing Jesus’ face in your neighbor. 

Be the face of Jesus, offering “the free gift of God,” so that others will know eternal life 
through you. Make visible the invisible love of God.  

God is not finished with you. You are in the process of becoming.  
You are the mask of God,  

God welcoming others through you. Amen. 


