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 One of the buzzwords in contemporary parishes is "welcoming."  You find many 

Catholic congregations  placing premium value on being "welcoming."  They speak of having an 

"open door."  They are "inclusive."  In some communities, this emphasis goes to extraordinary 

lengths.  Instead of quiet prayer before Mass, all are asked introduce themselves to everyone 

around them, and the nave quickly comes to resemble a cocktail lounge.   

 Of course, parishes ought to be welcoming.  Welcoming is an expression of love, directed 

towards the stranger in our midst.  Indeed, the Lord himself enumerates it among the corporal 

works of mercy:  I was a stranger and you welcomed me.  So parishes should make newcomers 

feel at home.  Here we have welcoming baskets and welcoming bags offered to new 

parishioners.  And we also have social events that help build fraternal spirit, that let us get to 

know one another, and grow in mutual respect and affection.   

 Welcoming is a prominent theme in the gospel today.  The apostles are sent out to preach 

the word and heal the sick.  And the criterion separating good communities from bad ones is that 

the good communities welcome the Lord's emissaries.  They receive them, listen to them, 

provide them w/ bed and board.   

 At the sacred liturgy, parishes are summoned to welcome the Word of God.  This is 

essential to understanding the nature of Catholic worship.  This is why Catholic churches do not, 

for example, begin service with an icebreaker so that everyone feels relaxed.  Our primary focus 

in the liturgy is to welcome the Word of God into our midst, not to shoot the breeze, make new 

friends, and network a bit.  This is why we arrange seating in our churches to focus, not on one 

another, but on the ambo and altar, where the word is proclaimed and made really present.  The 

reason we stand, sing the Alleluia at the gospel, and occasionally venerate the book with incense, 

is to give especially reverential reception to the word proclaimed.  This posture of welcome 

intensifies as we enter the Eucharistic prayer, so we fall to our knees as it is recited.  We try to 

recapture the attitude of the ancient centurion who sought Christ's healing for his servant, that 

combination of radical receptivity and profound humility which was expressed in his:  Lord I am 

not worthy that you should enter under my roof, but only say the word and my servant shall be 

healed.   

 Welcoming transforms the one who welcomes.  When we welcome God's word into our 

house, God welcomes us into his.  When we receive his Word in faith, we become part of the 

divine family.  The initiative of welcome on our part leads to a reciprocal action on the part of 

the divinity.  The implications of this are spelled out in great detail in the letter to the Ephesians, 

the first several verses of which comprise the 2nd reading today.  Paul speaks of how disciples 

have been adopted by God, of how they have been incorporated into Christ.  Not only have we 

been forgiven, redeemed, delivered from sin and death, we have been drawn into a deeper union 

with the Lord:  we have been made part of God's family, God's own possession.  Later on the 

Apostle will speak of disciples as being part of the body of Christ, elements of God's building, 

members of God's household, citizens of God's kingdom.   This is what is so wonderful about 



membership in the Church:  being Catholic involves belonging to God as one of his children and 

being a spiritual sibling of the saints and angels who comprise his family.   

 It's out of this awareness that we are members of God's household that we welcome 

people into our parishes.  Welcoming people into the Church means helping our neighbors 

discover their deepest calling to be God's children, to be members of his family.  And this is 

something we must be more zealous about, because a sizable number of our neighbors have no 

connection with any church whatsoever.  That's a shame, because the Lord wants everyone to be 

part of his family.  This welcoming into the Church of people who have no church home is better 

known by the name of evangelization.  And evangelization can be as simple as inviting your 

friend to Mass or perhaps to a parochial event like a faith formation class or social function with 

you.  In addition to evangelization, there's the need to strengthen the bonds of community that 

already exist.  And so I encourage parishioners to make a conscious effort to reach out to people 

in our parish who may be somewhat isolated.  One way we do this already is through our 

ministry to shut-ins--we could do better, so I encourage more folks to consider becoming 

Communion Ministers to the homebound.  I also recommend reaching out to unfamiliar souls at 

social events, like our upcoming Ice Cream Social, rather than confining ourselves within the 

comfort zones of our own tight private circles.  Welcoming means receiving with an open heart:  

we need to open our hearts wider both to our God and to our neighbor.  May we receive the 

Word of God wholeheartedly at this Eucharist, and may this Word help us to welcome others as 

brothers and sisters in Christ.   


