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“A Message for Times Like These: Compassion” 

Text: Matthew 10:40-42 

 

 

In 1993 Greg Mortenson attempted to climb K2 the second highest mountain in the world.  After 

a grueling 70 day ascent, he and his companions had to turn back.  Mortenson got lost on the 

way down and had to be rescued and nurtured back to health in the Pakistani village of Korphe.  

As he regained his health and strength, he came to know the people living in the village.  

Through conversations with the children, he discovered that those who were able had to travel a 

long distance to attend school.  Most did not because of the hardship.  As a way of repaying them 

for their kindness and hospitality, he vowed to build a school in their town. 

 

Mortenson returned to the United States and began raising funds for this project.  With funds in 

hand he returned to that village to begin the project.  He faced many obstacles in the project.  

One of the local people he befriended was a man by the name of Haji Ali.  Haji could sense his 

friend’s frustration that the school project was going slowly.  So he invited him to his home to 

share a cup of tea. 

 

As they sat together, Haji Ali engaged in the slow process of brewing the tea.  When it was 

complete, he offered a cup to Mortenson and told him that he needed to respect the local 

customs.  He said, “The first time you share a cup of tea with a Balti, you are a stranger.  The 

second time you share a cup of tea, you are an honored guest.  The third time you share a cup of 

tea, you become family, and for our family, we are prepared to do anything, even die.”  Placing 

his hands upon Mortenson’s he concluded, “Dr. Greg, you must take time to share three cups of 

tea.  We may not be educated.  But we are not stupid.  We have lived and survived here for a 

long time.”  It was a way of encouraging him not to give up on building the school, but to be 

patient with the process as he first built trust among the local people. 

 

Reflecting upon this wisdom, Mortenson would write, “That day, Haji Ali taught me the most 

important lesson I’ve ever learned in my life…he taught me to share three cups of tea, to slow 

down and make building relationships as important as building projects.” 

 

That is a powerful lesson.  Although our culture doesn’t have the same timeline for sharing three 

cups of tea, there is something to be said for sitting down with people, getting to know them, 

understanding them and building lasting relationships.  Amid the deep loneliness that plagues our 

society, this is an important lesson for us all.  Take the time to sit down with others, to really get 

to know them.  The friendship may be more important than anything else you do together. 

 



I think of that in terms of what Jesus shared with his disciples in today’s reading.  Remember 

two weeks ago, the sermon was about Jesus sending his disciples out into ministry.  He called 

them to heal the sick, care for those who were in need, offer hope to those who were despairing 

and to be ambassadors of love to all.  Today’s reading is a continuation of that calling.  These are 

the final instructions for these disciples.   

 

He begins with a word of hospitality.  “Whoever welcomes you, welcomes me, and whoever 

welcomes me, welcomes the one who sent me.”  The striking thing about this is that whether 

people welcome us or not is beyond our control.  I think Jesus is saying to these disciples, don’t 

take it personally.  If they welcome you, invite you into the community and home, make a place 

for you at their table, be grateful.  And if they don’t, move on.  How people respond is always 

beyond our control.  That is an important lesson for us all.  The only person we can control is the 

person we see in the mirror each day.   

 

He continues saying that those who welcome them will be blessed.  Once again, their willingness 

to welcome us is beyond our control.  If they do, great.  If not, that’s ok. 

 

I remember at last year’s Columbus Pride Festival, our church handed out little slips of paper 

that had words of blessing on them.  They said things like, “You are deserving of all the good 

life has to offer.”  Another read, “Every day begins with God looking directly at you and proudly 

saying, ‘I love you.’”  Another read, “You are created in the image of God, beautiful and worthy 

of love and respect.”  As we offered these blessings to passersby, most gladly accepted them.  A 

few thanked us but declined.  I remember one woman who took a slip of paper and walked away, 

only to read it and come back and ask us if we really meant it.  She was grateful for a blessing. 

 

Jesus is telling his disciples to go out and offer their gifts, to share their love.  Some will be ready 

to receive this; others will not.  Offer it with a glad heart and let people accept or decline as they 

choose.   

 

The final instruction Jesus gives is to say, “and 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.”  

I can’t help but hear those words in the context of the story about three cups of tea.  I think on 

the deepest level, what Jesus is encouraging those disciples to do, what he is inviting us to do, is 

to sit down and build relationships with one another.  Does it matter if it is a cold cup of water or 

a hot cup of tea?  Does it matter if it happens around the table or on the front porch?  The 

challenge that Jesus is giving to his disciples is to do the hard work of building relationships with 

one another.  This is what we can control.  We can be the kind of people that are not haphazard 

in our relationships, but we are the kind of people that build deep and lasting friendships. 

 

One of the things that I truly appreciate about our work with Mission Guatemala is that they are 

not just about building projects or community work in the rural villages.  They are about helping 

people forge relationships. 

 

If I may share this, our mission groups have been hardworking.  Both of the visits we have made, 

we sweated, toiled, got sore muscles, bruises and callouses.  We worked hard.  But the local 

leaders also encouraged us to put our shovels and trowels and tools aside and spend time with the 



local people.  At the school where we worked four years ago, that meant taking a break to play 

soccer with the school children or working at a different pace that enabled us to have 

conversations with the parents and teachers.  Although we were only on that site for one week, 

one of the most important things we did was spend time getting to know one another. 

 

That is what Jesus is encouraging with the statement about sharing a cold cup of water.  It is 

about taking the time to truly be present with one another.  It is about getting to know one 

another on a deeper level.  What makes them happy?  What makes them sad?  What are their 

dreams, their fears, their aspirations?  What gifts do they have to offer?  Only when we get to 

know one another on a deeper level can we really know how to answer these things.   

 

In her book, “See No Stranger” Valarie Kaur details the increase in hate crimes against people of 

Middle Eastern descent following September 11th.  One of those first attacks was upon a family 

friend in Phoenix, Arizona.  He was standing in front of the gas station he owned planting 

flowers when a man drove up and shot him.  The man had told people at a bar the previous day 

that he was looking for someone to kill.  Balbir Singh Sohdi, a Sikh American just happened to 

be the first person the man encountered.   

 

In the days that followed, people shared their remembrances of Balbir.  When customers didn’t 

have enough money for gas, he would let them fill up anyway.  The kids called him Mr. Bill and 

he was generous to offer candy and cups of soda.  He allowed the older youth to gather in his 

parking lot to ride their skateboards.  When family members warned him that one of the 

skateboarders could get hurt and sue him he would smile and reply, “These children are God’s 

children.  Let them enjoy it.  When Balbir drove past a church he would bow his head in respect.  

His son once asked him about why he did this since their family was Sikh not Christian.  Balbir 

answered, “God is everywhere.” 

 

On the day of his murder, he had been with a family member at the store and saw a jar on the 

checkout counter that read, “September 11th Relief Fund.”  He reached into his wallet and put 

$75 into the container.   

 

Because the shooter didn’t know any of this, he saw Balbir the same way many people saw those 

of Middle Eastern descent.  He saw him only as a stereotype, never knowing the kind and 

thoughtful gentleman that he was.   

 

When Jesus invites us to have a cold drink of water with one another, it sounds like such a 

simple statement.  It hardly sounds like a prescription for the difficulties facing our society.  But 

if we do it right, that cold drink of water enables us to listen to one another, to get to know one 

another, to see beyond the easy stereotypes and assumptions.  Racism and sexism, xenophobia 

and homophobia are rooted in simple stereotypes.  We make broad assumptions about a group of 

people without truly knowing them.  Getting to know people on a deep level allows us to 

overcome those simple stereotypes. 

 

I think Jesus’ words are an invitation to curiosity.  What does this new person have to teach me?  

What stories do they have to share?  We come to the relationship to learn new things.  I believe 

this is a great need in our society today.  It is easy to make assumptions about people, 



overgeneralizations about groups of people.  This is a time to approach one another with honest 

curiosity and the possibility of building new relationships.    

 

I wonder when he said these words if the disciples weren’t thinking of a time when Jesus shared 

a cup of water with a Samaritan woman.  That simple act broke down centuries of barriers and 

built a bridge between two cultures.  He was inviting them to do the same.  Sharing a cup of 

water might sound very innocent, but it holds the potential of being a life changing ministry…for 

them and for us and for all who follow after. 

 

 

 

 

  


