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Given our Episcopal practice of attaching names to days, it’s 
surprising that there are no guidelines in our Prayer Book about 
what to call the day or how to pray on this Sunday.  Today is the 
unofficial beginning of Good Shepherd’s church year.  Folks 
planning today’s events debated, in a mild sort of way, just what 
this day should be called. 
 
On the one hand, should today be called “Welcome Back Sunday?”  
Or, on the other hand, should it be called “Welcome Sunday?”  If it 
were called “Welcome Back Sunday,” these words might possibly 
seem to be directed only to folks who had attended church before.  
If it were called, “Welcome Sunday,” it might seem rather vague.  
What to do?  At this writing, I am not sure which set of words has 
been included in our weekly bulletin or on the sign in front of the 
church.  At any rate, here we are. 
 
What could get lost in our mild debate about wording is what the 
word “Welcome” means in any context.  When we are welcomed 
by the words and actions of others, we are, in essence, invited into 
an event and into a community.  This sort of invitation tells us we 
are valued.  It encourages us to stay a while, to take part, and to 
return. 
 
We here at Good Shepherd are not the only ones welcoming 
and/or inviting this morning.  There’s a fair amount of it going on in 
our readings today by God (in person!), by Paul, and by Jesus.  The 
context and the words may differ but their intent is the same—
inclusion. 
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The Old Testament prophet Jeremiah generally was not a cheerful 
person.  We still use the word “Jeremiad” to describe a cautionary 
or angry harangue.  In this part of the Book of Jeremiah, though, 
Jeremiah and God turn the tables on us.  If we Episcopalians have 
any Bible verses memorized or at least partly memorized, those we 
just heard  describing Jeremiah’s call must be among the most 
familiar to us. They are read at almost every ordination we have 
ever attended. 
 
In this passage, we witness a down to earth conversation between 
Jeremiah, a reluctant human, and our God, a persistent deity.  The 
conversation boils down to God’s first inviting and then flat out 
telling a reluctant Jeremiah he will become a prophet.  There’s a 
welcome in there somewhere. 
 
We can forgive Jeremiah for receiving God’s stern call as a 
frightening command rather than a gracious welcome or an 
invitation.  We would probably feel the same way.  However, if we 
think about it, God is welcoming the Prophet into an entirely new 
relationship with God.  God is inviting Jeremiah to become part of 
a very select group of individuals who have actually talked with 
God and then have gone on speak God’s own words to the people 
of God.  Jeremiah shows us being welcomed and invited by God, 
no matter how forcefully God does it, is a good thing after all.  
 
Like Jeremiah, Paul, who’s writing to the Hebrews, is not always 
especially high up on the God’s-cheerful-spokeperson-scale.  With 
Paul, it’s often feast or famine. Sometimes we want to wring his 
neck or sometimes we want to delight in his poetic descriptions of 
our being in Christ.  Today definitely is a feast day, as Paul 
welcomes and invites the young Christian faith community into 
God’s world of the future.  
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We realize Paul’s welcome and invitation are all the more gracious 
because he first paints an all too vivid picture of the world of God’s 
Old Testament prophets.  We see blazing fire. We are plunged into 
darkness and gloom.  We endure a tempest. We hear a trumpet 
and a voice we do not wish to hear.  Paul’s words make us want to 
flee just in the same way Jeremiah wanted to escape the Old 
Testament God. 
 
Then comes the rescue, thank goodness, which is rather like the 
calming passages of a symphony after the loud brass and pounding 
tympani have had their say.  Paul takes welcomes and invites his 
community and ours into the joys of Mount Zion:  “innumerable 
angels in festal gathering, the assembly of the firstborn in heaven, 
a judging but merciful God, and to Jesus, the mediator of a NEW 
covenant.”   
 
This new covenant still involves a sacrifice of blood, but this blood 
is Jesus’, the Word’s blood willingly shed for humanity.  What else 
can we do but join Paul’s community in giving thanks for our being 
welcomed and invited into: 

“a kingdom [the kingdom of God] that cannot be shaken.” 
 
Our first two readings tell us about God’s welcoming and inviting 
an individual who will become a prophet (Jeremiah) and God’s 
welcoming and inviting faith communities (the people to whom 
Paul is writing) into God’s kingdom.  Jesus takes welcoming and 
inviting a step further by welcoming and inviting a marginalized 
individual, a woman who has been crippled for many years, to 
become part of the larger Jewish faith community.   By doing this, 
Jesus defies major religious beliefs and practices of his own day.  
 
Just naming them can take our breath away: 
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1. Jesus welcomes and invites a woman with a crippling spirit to 
come to him to be healed.  This seems quite logical until we 
understand Jesus not only speaks directly to a woman but to 
a woman who is unclean because of the spirit that cripples 
her. 

2. Furthermore, he welcomes, invites and HEALS her on the 
Sabbath, when no work of any sort is to be done. 

3. He quickly silences the overbearing leader of the synagogue 
by using the very Old Testament laws the leader has quoted 
to him. 

4. He shames the crowd into cheering “all the wonderful things 
he has done,” into acknowledging his and God’s compassion 
toward those who are marginalized. 

   
While we understand that only God can welcome and invite 
individuals into prophecy and faith communities into the kingdom, 
we can also understand that Jesus’ actions call us to welcome and 
invite all sorts and conditions persons into our Good Shepherd 
faith community whenever and wherever we can.  We are doing 
just that on this Sunday that unofficially begins our church year. 
We do it throughout the rest of the year, too, though our worship 
and our various outreach programs like the Wednesday lunches 
and Soul Biscuits and the Good Earth Farm community.  We do it 
by gently talking to others about our own faith journeys. 
 
In short, collectively and individually live out God’s call to welcome 
and invite by living out day by day the Gospel that has and will 
always welcome, invite and sustain us.   AMEN. 


