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A Cup of Cold Water             FUPC 

Matthew 10.40-42           April 10, 2016 

 

Have you ever been bailed out of a sticky situation by someone else’s kindness?   Your car suddenly 

stops running and you drift over to the shoulder in the middle of traffic and there you sit.   Miles from 

home.  No clue about what the problem is.  Who do you call? Then, in the middle of rush hour traffic, 

a car pulls up behind you and a guy gets out and walks toward your door.  Maybe you feel a little 

nervous – after all, you can’t just trust everyone these days.  But he seems like an OK guy and you are 

stuck, so you crack the window and he says, “Anything I can do to help?”   Turns out he’s an angel – 

who jump starts your car, says he’ll follow you to the repair shop just five miles up the road, and then 

when your car stops again, he gets out and jump starts it again.  You finally reach the mechanic’s 

garage… and the kind gentleman wishes you a good day and takes off.  He went out of his way, 

interrupted his schedule, got your car safely to a repair shop and made sure you were safe.  Ever 

happened to you?   Well, it happened to someone in our church family this week.   

 

When I was in Kindergarten in Des Moines, Iowa I would ride the trolley car home.  Mom gave me the 

token for the ride home when I went to school that morning.  But somehow during the day, I lost that 

token.  So when school was out, I went down to the trolley tracks and just began to walk along them in 

the direction of my house.  I wasn’t quite sure where my house was because everything looked 

different from ground level as l was walking.  A road ran alongside the tracks and as I was walking, a 

car pulled up beside me with two men in it, both dressed in suits.  I had no reason to be afraid of them.  

They asked me why I was walking along the tracks.  I told them I’d lost my trolley token.  So they said 

they’d be glad to take me home and asked where I lived.  I didn’t know the house number but I knew 

the street name and was sure I could recognize the house if we could get to the street.   They delivered 

me to my door, where my grandmother was waiting and very worried because I was late.   They were 

my angels that day and I wish I knew who they were.   

 

In Minnesota winters, sometimes people get stuck and have to pull off the road.  I got caught in a 

blizzard one evening and my car ended up in the ditch.  It was -11 below zero with a 50 mph wind 

blowing and zero visibility.  I survived the night but at first light the next morning I could see a 

farmhouse about 300 yards away and decided to make a run for it through the waist deep snowdrifts.  I 

knocked on the door and a woman answered it who had been waiting for her husband and 

grandchildren all night.  She welcomed me in and gave me hot chocolate and breakfast and told me to 

go rest because I hadn’t slept all night.  Twenty two people lost their lives in that blizzard.  She was an 

angel for me and made sure I was warm and safe.  Her husband called soon after I arrived to say that 

they had found shelter in a stranger’s home too. 

 

Hospitality.  Kindness, Generosity.  Caring.  Going out of our way to help.  Interrupting our routines 

and plans to take care of someone who’s in trouble.  Its what our passage is about today.  A Cup of 

cold water. 

 

The word hospitality is related to some familiar words:  hospital, hostel, host, hotel – “A place where 

guests are welcomed and cared for”  “A kind, open and eager welcome to the stranger or someone in 

trouble.”  Maybe you’ve been on the receiving end with stories to tell.  And maybe you’ve been the 

angel in someone’s life and helped them through a difficult moment or emergency. 

 

In another passage, Jesus describes generous kindness in very personal terms.  “I was hungry and you 

gave me food.  I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink.  I was a stranger and you welcomed 

me.  I was naked and you gave me clothing.  I was sick and you took care of me.  I was in prison and 

you visited me.  Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my 
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family, you did it to me.”  (Mt. 25.31ff.)   Let’s think together about this matter of kindness and 

hospitality and how it relates to our faith as individuals and as a church.   

 

The first thought that comes to mind is this:  Its easier to offer hospitality to people who are like us but 

much harder with people who are not like us.   Call it “comfortable hospitality” where we speak the 

same language, live by the same values, dress in a similar way, have a common outlook, and behave in 

a way that we’d call “normal” – i.e. like us. 

 

I think Jesus would give us a C or maybe a B- for that kind of hospitality.   It’s a bit more radical than 

that – maybe more of a matter of risk.  Inviting someone in who cannot repay us, someone unfamiliar, 

someone different, maybe even someone we wouldn’t normally choose to be friends with.   I think of 

all the Christian mission hospitals, homeless shelters, and feeding programs that invite all who are in 

need to come and be safe, be fed, be healed.   Putting ourselves out and interrupting our comfortable, 

predictable routines.   

 

The stranger is God’s gift to us, stretching our faith, changing our routines, exposing our fears, pushing 

us toward generosity, expanding our faith.   A homeless woman named Pauline has something to teach 

us about hospitality.  She attends a small inner-city church in Dayton Ohio and by any measure, we’d 

probably label her as “damaged goods” a woman who lives in a shelter with hardly any income and no 

friends to speak of.  At the beginning, she was a real test of hospitality for that congregation.  She 

smelled of urine and sweat, often leaving the shelter before her caregivers could make sure she was 

bathed.  Some in church wished she’d found another church instead of theirs.  But she showed up for 

worship almost every Sunday.  You could tell by her loud voice when she’d entered the building.  She 

sat near the front where everyone behind her could see her soiled, grubby overcoat and knit cap.  Not 

too many people wanted to sit close to her because of the odor that came from her clothing and body. 

 

But there were also those who were glad for her presence in their church.  Fortunately, most of those 

who felt that way were on the governing board of the church.  One of them, a wise older man 

explained it this way, “Pauline is God’s gift to us.”  He meant it in the sense that Pauline was the kind 

of person to whom Jesus would have reached out and welcomed.  And the kind of person the church 

was called to welcome with kindness and generosity.  The elder said, ‘With Pauline present, we could 

never forget our calling.  She was always a visible reminder of what we’re about as a church.”   Wise 

godly man! 

 

And one last comment about hospitality:  Its contagious.  Giving generates giving.  Generosity gives 

birth to generosity.   Kindness begets kindness.   Its just takes one or two people to get it rolling.  

Compassion breeds more compassion.  What kind of church attracts people?  A church that makes a 

difference in people’s lives – a church that lives its faith in real acts of service and sacrifice.   There are 

“safe” churches and there are “risk-taking” churches.   I’ll let you guess which of those two kinds of 

churches are making more of a difference in their community, and in the lives of the members.    

 

His name is John.  He has wild hair, wears a T-shirt with holes in it, dirty jeans and no shoes.  John is a 

student and this was his wardrobe for the four years he spent at college.  He is brilliant, one of a kind,  

and very independent.  Across the street from the campus is a well-dressed, very conservative church.  

They’ve talked about developing a ministry to students but aren’t sure how to go about it.  One day, 

John decides to attend church there.  He walks in barefoot, wild hair, jeans and T-shirt and he’s late.  

The service has started and so John starts down the center aisle looking for a seat.  But the church is 

completely packed and he can’t find a place to sit.   
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By now people are looking a bit uncomfortable, but no one says anything.  John gets closer and closer 

to the front and when he realizes there aren’t any seats left, he squats down on the carpet.  In this 

church, that’s very unusual behavior.   The people are squirming a bit with discomfort and there’s 

tension in the air.  About this time, the pastor notices that in the back of the church, one of the elderly 

leaders of the church has gotten up and is making his way toward John.  This gentleman is in his 

eighties, has silver-gray hair, is very distinguished and dignified with a three-piece suit and everyone 

looks up to him.  He is known as a godly man as well.   

 

He is walking down the aisle toward the young man with a cane and everyone is thinking to 

themselves, “You can’t blame him for what he’s going to do.  How can you expect a man of his age 

and of his background to understand and accept some college kid on the floor?” 

 

It takes a long time for the man to reach the boy.  The church is utterly silent except for the clicking of 

the man’s cane on the floor.  All eyes are focused on him and everyone is holding their breath.  And 

everyone’s thinking, the pastor can’t preach until the man takes care of the young student and asks him 

to get up and leave or find a seat.  And now, they see this elderly leader hang his cane on the end of 

pew and with great difficulty lower himself until he’s sitting next to John and pats him on the back, 

ready to worship with him.   

 

The pastor is on the edge of losing it when he says this, “What I’m about to preach, you will never 

remember.  What you have just seen, you will never forget.” 

 

Would you call yourself a hospitable person?  Is our church a hospitable church?  What does it mean 

for us to welcome the stranger and to care for that vulnerable person in need who needs an angel in 

their life.  God comes to us disguised as the stranger.  When we look into their eyes we look into the 

eyes of God.  When we offer them food, water, shelter, we show love for Jesus Christ himself.   When 

we help people through the rough places and the deep waters, we become the very presence of Christ 

to that person.   

 

My prayer is that God would send us the people who may look like they need us… but in reality, they 

are the people we need maybe more than they need us,  that God sends to help us fulfill our calling and 

mission.   Amen. 

 

 

 

   


