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A Homily by              “Be a Blessing – coming and going”
The Reverend Jo Popham          Sixth Sunday after Pentecost

July 8, 2012
Mark 6:1-13

What does your welcome mat say? Ours at home says “Bienvenue!” But one of our

children actually asked for a doormat that reads “Leave!” (Surely she meant that as a

joke!)

What does our initial welcome to the church say to newcomers? Most visitors to a

church know whether they will come back long before the sermon. What if a visit to our

church for the first time was the only time people were to meet Christ? Would they leave

shaking the dust off of their sandals? And just what does that mean to us 21st century

readers of Mark – “shaking off their sandals?” Mark’s Gospel is very succinct and to the

point and gives us little background. But Mark’s 1st readers knew the customs – religious

and social customs – of 1st century Judea.

Jesus sent the disciples out “two by two, and gave them authority over unclean spirits.

He ordered them to take nothing for their journey except a staff; no bread, no bag, no

money in their belts; but to wear sandals and not to put on two tunics.”1 He said to them,

“Wherever you enter a house, stay there until you leave the place. If any place will not

welcome you and they refuse to hear you, as you leave, shake off the dust that is on your

feet as a testimony against them.”

In Biblical times, when a Jew returned to Judea from visiting a foreign country it was

the tradition to shake the dust off his feet, thereby keeping the land unpolluted from the

dust of gentile lands. And when leaving Gentile cities, pious Jews often shook the dust

from their feet to show their separation from Gentile practices. If the disciples shook the

dust of a Jewish town from their feet, it was to show their separation from the Jews who

rejected their Messiah. The gesture was to show that the people of that region were

making a wrong choice. And the opportunity to choose Christ might not present itself

again.
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Jesus sent the disciples into Jewish lands and told them, in a reversal the Jewish

custom, to perform the same act against non-believing Jews. More extensive versions of

Jesus’s instructions to his disciples circulated during the 1st century. Matthew and Luke

preserved this teaching with more detail.

In Luke’s Gospel Jesus sent the disciples out to proclaim the Kingdom of God. But he

told them “Wherever they do not welcome you, as you are leaving that town shake the

dust off your feet as a testimony against them.’” (Luke 9:5).

In Matthew’s Gospel Jesus instructed the twelve that “If anyone will not welcome you

or listen to your words, shake off the dust from your feet as you leave that house or town.

Truly I tell you, it will be more tolerable for the land of Sodom and Gomorrah on the day

of judgement than for that town.” (Matthew 10:14).

Later in Luke’s Gospel, Jesus appointed 70 others (some ancient authorities say 72)

and sent them out “like lambs into the midst of wolves” (Luke 10:3) but he cautioned

them saying “whenever you enter a town and they do not welcome you, go out into its

streets and say, “Even the dust of your town that clings to our feet, we wipe off in protest

against you. Yet know this: the kingdom of God has come near. I tell you, on that day it

will be more tolerable for Sodom than for that town.” (Luke 10:11).

The only recorded instance of this practice in the New Testament was when the

Apostle Paul and Barnabas were expelled from Antioch. They had been teaching the

word of the Lord to the Jews, but the Jews rejected them so they decided to return to the

Gentiles where the good news was received and where the new Jesus movement began to

grow. But the Jews drove Paul and Barnabas out of the region. “So they shook the dust

off their feet in protest against them, and went to Iconium.” (Acts 13:51). When Paul

went to Corinth because the Roman Emperor Claudius had ordered all the Jews to leave

Rome, he went to synagogue every Sabbath to teach the Jews – and the Greeks – that

Jesus was the Messiah. When the Jews there “opposed and reviled him, in protest he
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shook the dust from his clothes and said to them, ‘Your blood be on your own heads! I

am innocent. From now on I will go to the Gentiles.’” (Acts 18:6).

Throughout the 19th century in the Church of the Later Day Saints, shaking off the

dust from one’s feet was a common practice. But they also were to curse those who

rejected their beliefs instead of blessing them – but they were to “shake the dust off their

feet” in private so as not to provoke them. And they were then to wash their feet – to

cleanse themselves with pure water. This practice is no longer the norm for Mormans.

They still evangelize door to door. They still send their young people off to learn how to

spread the good news, two by two. I have had dear Morman friends who have crossed my

doormat and found a welcome. And I can tell you, they do not curse those who do not

accept their beliefs. They are most gracious. And they do know their Bible and how to

defend their interpretations of Scripture and their beliefs. Our Morman friends would stay

with is in our home rather than stay in hotels.

In the first century inns were rare.2 There were no motels where the welcome light

was always left on, no bed & breakfast establishments where doormats welcomed

strangers and friends alike. No, the disciples were to rely upon “the kindness of

strangers” (as Miss Scarlett always had in Gone with the Wind). So the disciples

depended on the hospitality of a new place.

Have we ever had to rely on the hospitality of strangers? I have, and it was one of the

best lessons I learned after Hurricane Katrina. I learned to allow people to care for me. I

had always been the one to offer hospitality, but when the tables were turned I realized

what a blessing it is to receive – to receive love as the embodiment of the word of God.

When we have new parishioners, when we have visitors to our church, what will they

find? This past week we buried a dear parishioner. I cannot tell you how many people

have told me that they came here – and stayed – because of the welcome of Margery

Hoskyn. Who will take up her mantle? We have wonderful greeters under the leadership

of another welcoming soul. But what if a new person were to sit down beside us? What if
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someone who does not know our culture or our history, someone who is not part of the

DNA of this church, were to arrive on our doorstep? How might we treat them? We

might have only one chance, my friends.

The disciples were not to use the symbolic “shaking off of their sandals” as a violent

act. But those who witnessed their leaving would know they had missed an opportunity.

But the disciples had left their hosts who rejected them with food for thought. They had

done their duty in trying to teach, but they were free of the worry of the fate of those who

rejected them and the good news of Christ. If a new person came here today would they

leave to seek better accommodations? Would they shake the dust from their shoes and

continue to look for a church home?

And what about us who have taken up the mission of the church to be Christ’s

welcome to the world – those who have the gift of hospitality? What are we to make of

those who reject us? Do we shake them off, like we would the dust on our sandals? Have

we done all that we can do? Can we take rejection of Christ’s lifesaving word? Do we

have that sort of grace to accept what we cannot change and move on as Jesus taught his

disciples? One of the hardest pills to swallow is that if someone repeatedly refuses to

allow the Gospel to convert their heart, then there is really nothing much more we can do

but to continue to pray for that person.

It is my prayer that we equip ourselves to meet the guests among us. May we always

welcome the strangers who cross our welcome mat. May visitors be receptive to God’s

life-saving and life-changing word. May they – and we – all be blessed coming in and

going out.

Lord, may it be so.  Amen.

                                                  
1 Jesus may have wanted his disciples, his missionaries to distinguish themselves from
the Cynic or Stoic missionaries who were self-sufficient. (The People’s New Testament
Commentary, Boring & Craddock, p. 132.) They took all their belongings in a bag but
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went about barefoot. While the Cynics and Stoics did beg for food, they carried a wallet.
“The Cynics were counter-culture street preachers who attempted to convert people from
the quest for fame, fortune, and pleasure to a life of austere virtue as the path to true
freedom and happiness.” (The Jewish Roman World of Jesus, Dr. James D. Tabor.).
The disciples, on the other hand, commissioned and empowered by Jesus, were
dependent – dependent upon God alone. So they took no provisions and wore sandals.
2 In the Didache, the [first] Teachings of the Apostles, the very first written instructions
of the Apostles, it is clear that itinerant evangelists of every sort had become a problem.
The instruction reads: “But concerning the apostles and prophets, so do ye according to
the ordinance of the Gospel. Let every apostle, when he cometh to you, be received as the
Lord; but he shall not abide more than a single day, or if there be need, a second likewise;
but if he abide three days, he is a false prophet. And when he departeth let the apostle
receive nothing save bread, until he findeth shelter; but if he ask money, he is a false
prophet.” (Didache 11:4-9).


