
LAKEWOOD PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH
Rev. Terence A. Lucarelli

June 26, 2011

DON’T YOU OPEN THAT DOOR!
Matthew 10:40-42

Last Sunday I touched briefly on it.  The lectionary this Sunday reinforces it.  What am I 
talking about?  Hospitality.  Let’s see what Matthew has concocted for us.


Spend a little time in the 10th chapter of Matthew’s gospel, and this is what you’ll find Jesus 

telling his disciples as they are about to embark on their first evangelistic rally: Proclaim the good 
news, cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons, take no payment, no gold or 
silver, and don’t put any change in your pockets.  Don’t carry a bag or take any extra clothing or shoes.  
Work for what you eat.

That’s what Jesus told his disciples.  That’s all.  That’s it.
Let me tell you, that’s enough.  But he’s not through.  After giving them their marching orders, 

he tells them what they can expect for their troubles:
“I am sending you out like sheep into the midst of wolves,” he says ominously, “so 

be wise as serpents and innocent as doves ... Brother will betray brother to death, and a 
father his children, and children will rise up against parents and have them put to death; 
and you will be hated by all because of my name...”

It doesn’t sound much like the gospel, does it?  Sounds more like the Civil War.
“Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul; rather fear him who 

can destroy both soul and body in hell...
“Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth; I have not come to bring 

peace, but a sword...
“Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; whoever loves 

son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me; and whoever does not take up the cross 
and follow me is not worthy of me.  Those who find their life will lose it, and those who lose 
their life for my sake will find it.”

My friends, that’s ALL just in chapter ten – just in chapter ten – of Matthew’s gospel.  ONE
chapter.  In fact, it’s one of the most difficult portions of scripture that you’ll find anywhere.


So what is Jesus saying?  What is Matthew telling us by putting these words of Jesus 

together?  THEY are saying it’s a fearful world out there ... especially for the one who dares to carry 
Jesus’ name as an I.D.

So, it’s with rejoicing ... and not a little bit of relief ... that we finally get through all these 
terrible warnings and dire messages, and find a hopeful word when Jesus says, “...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.”

Like the allusion itself, after hearing all the terrible things that can happen to somebody who 
dares to follow Jesus, these words are like a cup of cold water to a dry and parched throat.  After 
telling his disciples what they must do ... which seems downright impossible to us ... Jesus tells them 
the consequences of it all will be harsh.  But then he says it is enough ... it is quite enough ... simply to 
offer a cup of cold water in his name.  Just a cup of water.
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So ... as you’re sitting here and I’m telling you this, we can give a collective sigh of relief and 
think to ourselves that this lets us off the hook.  It seems pretty easy to me.  Piece o’ cake.

Except ... Craig Kocher, the University of Richmond’s Chaplain, reminds us of something all 
too real when he writes:  

“In a world as broken and fragmented as ours, a simple act of kindness, a 
welcome to a stranger, a little genuine hospitality can be downright dangerous.”

“In a world where people are attacked in their own homes, answering the 
doorbell becomes an act of faithfulness. Offering directions to a lost traveler provokes 
second thoughts. Holding another’s hand involves body contact. Visiting the hospital or 
retirement home means an encounter with the sick, the dying, and the lonely...
Mumbling hello to a stranger on a crowded street may seem odd. A little airplane flight 
to visit friends can be nerve-racking; a bomb may be aboard... In this kind of world, a 
world of walls and barriers, violence and loneliness, Christian hospitality becomes a 
prophetic act.”

(Pulpit Resource, “Risky Business,” Vol. 33, No. 2: Year A, p. 55.)

Yes, this is not an easy world for many of us ... if for no other reason than we have memories 
of a simpler and more pleasant time with which to compare it.  Many of us grew up in a safer, 
different world.  At least, that’s the way we remember it.


I grew up in a town of 5000 in eastern Ohio.  It definitely was a different time.  I bet many of 

you can remember when our houses had screen doors that let light, air, pollen and noise filter in 
throughout each of the rooms.  We never locked the doors.  If a neighborhood friend had to use the 
bathroom or get a drink of water ... in through the screen door they ran.  We’d go on walks in the 
woods; be gone for hours at a time in the summer and mom never really worried ... no need to back 
then.  And we would play outside until after dark with never a worry or care.  Unexpected company 
never really surprised us, because we could hear their car coming up the gravel driveway.  Spring 
rains didn’t sneak up on us either, because we could smell them before they arrived.  

Do you remember those days?

Now, we have air-conditioning and blaring TVs that blot out all the outside noises while 
we’ve transformed our homes into cocoons of safety and retreat.  Dead-bolts and security alarms;
lights that come on automatically when there is a motion nearby.  For some, the only way you can 
get into your neighborhood is to have an access code that guards the gate ... if not an actual guard 
sitting at the entrance!  We’re more comfortable, it seems, to live this way, but underneath it all is 
an underlying sense of unease, that lurking just outside the walls of our homes ... is danger.  So, we 
do all we can to protect ourselves from anything that might jeopardize our well-being.  We 
definitely don’t live in that open, screen-door world any more.


Truth be told, however, neither did Jesus.
The context for what Jesus says here is conflict.  The world he describes sounds more like 

Nazi Germany, when neighbors spied on neighbors and turned them in if their loyalty was not 
orthodox to the existing regime.  Jesus warned his disciples that even family members would turn 
against one another because of their allegiance to him.

Jesus says very plainly, that following him can lead to struggle, not smooth sailing.  It can 
create more havoc than it does peace of mind.  He’s sending out his messengers, and wherever they
go they will run the risk of creating the same kind of situation he himself found everywhere he had
gone.  In some places he was accepted, received with warm hospitality.  In others, he was met with 
anything but that.  He also understood why.  For someone to offer Jesus and his disciples hospitality
... even just a cup of cold water ... that in and of itself could be considered an act of treason.
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It was a difficult world in which Jesus lived, a world in which hospitality had a kind of 

dangerous edge to it.  TO US, the word “hospitality” implies coffee and donuts for Sunday School; a 
polite reception in Benz Hall with cake and punch.  TO JESUS, it meant far more than that.  It meant 
acceptance, even to those who, in his society and in his day, were deemed to be unacceptable.  
Which is exactly WHY he put his arms around lepers; ate with tax collectors and sinners; forgave 
adulterers; and broke Sabbath laws.  Hospitality was not only important to Jesus ... it was at the very
heart of being like God.  And it didn’t make any difference to him where that kind of hospitality took 
place, or to whom, or on what day.

Hospitality can have a hard edge even today.  I suppose it depends on where you are and 
whether you’re willing to put yourself in difficult situations.


Jim Somerville was the pastor of the historic First Baptist Church in Washington, D.C. for 

seven years at the turn of the millennium, during the attacks of September 11 and 200th 
Anniversary of the church.  Once one of the most prominent churches in our nation’s capital, it is 
still housed in a wonderful, ornate gothic facility.  However, there are few people who come to 
worship there anymore.

Washington D.C. has one of the highest populations of homeless people in America ... if not 
the highest.  They’re everywhere, and sometimes they take refuge near churches.  Jim couldn’t help 
but notice that a group of homeless people were spending their nights on the church’s property.  In 
an effort to be hospitable, and to put a human face on homelessness, he and another young fellow 
from his church took their sleeping bags and spent a night with these people who had no roof over 
their heads.

They had to endure the initiation process, as if being homeless is a fraternity.  First of all, if
they were going to relate to these people, they would have to lose the sleeping bags.  Nobody else 
had them.  They were instructed as to how to make a good bed out of cardboard and to use other 
materials to insulate their “home.”  In the course of questioning their new friends, the pastor and his 
idealistic deacon asked them what their greatest difficulties were.  The answer was obvious ... where 
to go to the bathroom.  And since there were women in the ranks, it was especially difficult for them.

So, the next day, Jim ordered a portable toilet to be delivered to the church and placed 
nearby where this group of people slept.  It did not however, go over very well with some folk in the 
congregation.  A day or two later, a padlock appeared on the outdoor facility ... courtesy of the 
grounds committee, or someone else “in charge.”  Jim Somerville was pretty upset about the lack of 
“hospitality” and let the thing sit there, with the padlock, for several weeks.  It finally disappeared...

But that’s not the end of the story.  Here’s the interesting thing: One of those homeless men 
joined that church and developed into one of its most active and committed members.

You never know ... you just never know what might happen when you extend a hand or even a 
cup of water – or a port-o-let – to someone in Jesus’ name.  You see, you never know WHO that stranger 
may be at your door.

Jesus said: “Whoever welcomes you welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes the one 
who sent me.”


It was back in the late 80’s.  I was walking to my car from my office at about the same time a 

meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous was finishing up in our church in Oklahoma.  There was an older 
man standing by his rusty, worn-out Ford Escort who seemed to be waiting on something or 
someone.  I waved “hi” to him and introduced myself as the pastor of the church.  He introduced 
himself, “I’m Jim Finch,” he kind of sighed, and then started to tell me how long he had intended to 
“get back to church, but didn’t feel like he was worthy of God’s love.”  
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I said, “Hey, you’re always welcomed here.  No worries.  God loves you unconditionally.”  
With that Jim launched into the story of his life.
It was the familiar string of regrets and loss that accompany addiction: Loss of job; divorce; 

estranged children.  He hadn’t seen his son or daughter in more than 10 years.  Jim had been sober 
for five years now, but still his children would not return his calls.  I prayed with him.  Took his card 
that he offered.  It read: “Jim Finch, Leisure Consultant.”  Hey, he had a sense of humor.  We then 
parted ways.

As I started to climb into my car, Jim called to me ... sort of with a sense of urgency.  “Did you 
mean what you said?”  

“About what?”  
“Did you mean that I could come to this church?”  
“Absolutely!”
On my drive home that evening, what I realized was that Jim had told me his life story as a 

way of explaining why he couldn’t come to church.  He felt he wasn’t “clean enough” to be included in 
our kind of congregation.

How CLEAN does someone have to be before he or she is accepted by JESUS?  How CLEAN before 
someone is accepted by YOU and ME?


In this inhospitable world of ours, Jesus would have us ... I think Jesus would have us ... throw

caution to the wind.  You can’t do that without opening the door.  And when you DO, you might just find 
Jesus standing there disguised as a stranger.


Please pray with me: Find us hospitable to you, O Lord, and to your children regardless of 

who they are.  In the name of Jesus we pray ... 
Amen and Amen.

Here’s the epilogue to Jim’s story: 
Jim came to church the very next Sunday and never missed a Sunday after that until he died 

of heart disease four years later.  He became a part of our Lunch Bunch after worship on Sundays.  
He was a regular guest in our home.  And before he died he had made amends with his children 
and was even talking regularly to his ex-wife.  Jim found Jesus in our church and found that he was 
loved and accepted for who he was, not only by Christ, but by a congregation of people willing to 
open their door.


