
Welcome to this Place 
R.G. Wilson-Lyons 

 
[This sermon manuscript includes the children’s message because I tell a story that I later 
reference in the sermon]. 
 
Children’s Message 
 
It is so good to see you. Does anyone know what today is? It’s the first day of Sunday school 
and it’s Welcome Sunday! And so I want to tell you a story today about someone who really 
taught me what it meant to be a church that welcomes people. 
 
Her name was Mildred and when I met her, she was an older woman – maybe about 80 years 
old, or so. I was 19 years old and I was in my second year of college. 
 
When I was a kid, I went to church with my parents, but now I need to tell you a secret. When I 
went to college, I didn’t live with my parents anymore and do you know what I did? Do you 
promise you want tell anyone? Especially don’t tell the people out there? Ok? 
 
I stopped going to church. I didn’t go to church for more than a year. And I finally decided I 
would go back but the church I wanted to visit was different than any church I had ever been 
to. A lot of the people who went to church there were unhoused. Some of them stayed in 
shelters. Some of the people slept underneath bridges. But this was their church. 
 
There were other people who went to church there too. There were people who just wanted to 
be a part of a different kind of church. That’s what I wanted.  
 
But there was one problem. I didn’t know anyone there. And do you know how it can be a little 
scary when you go some place new and you don’t know anyone? Well, that’s how I felt. In fact, 
I was so scared, I had planned to go three or four times and at the last minute I changed my 
mind. But finally, I went. 
 
Every week, the church sang a song called – Victory is Mine –  
 
They had a drummer and a keyboard player and people would stand up and start clapping. And 
that’s when Mildred went to work. 
 
When that song started playing Mildred would stand up. Now she had some back problems so 
she wore a back brace, but when she stood up for the song, she would take the back brace off – 
I guess because she needed to be a little more flexible. And she would slowly walk to the front 
of the church and she would start dancing. 
 
Now she was a terrible dancer. Let me show you how she would dance.  
 



[demonstrate dance] 
 
But she didn’t care whether she was a good dancer or not. She was happy and she wanted to 
dance. But that wasn’t all she did. During the song, she’d start walking through the church and 
get people to come and dance with her.  
 
[Do the dance with the kids] 
 
And before long, she had the whole church up dancing in a big circle. And do you know why she 
did that? She wanted every single person there to know that they belonged. Whether you slept 
under a bridge the night before or in a 5 million dollar house. Whether you were young or old. 
Whether you were black or white. No matter what. She wanted everybody to be a part of her 
dance circle. 
 
And when I think about being a church that welcomes people, I think about Mildred and that 
dance circle and I remember that we’re supposed to be a place where every single person feels 
like they belong. 
 
So I’m going to get you to help me teach that lesson to everyone here, ok? We’re going to play 
Victory is Mine and you’re going to get to pretend like your Mildred. So when the music starts 
playing, you get to look out at our church and go find somebody and get them to dance with us. 
 
And then when you see Hannah heading toward the door, you can dance your way out to 
Sunday school.  
 
Sermon 
 
Before Mildred danced to Victory is Mine, the services at that church I attended always began 
with a different song that began like this:  
 
Welcome to this place. Welcome to this broken vessel.  
 
It was an amazing community and the idea of welcome was at the center of it. They wanted to 
emphasize that all are welcome and that by all, they meant all. But community is hard. It wasn’t 
a perfect church, either. There’s no such thing. Like all communities, we could argue and fight, 
we could hurt each other, and we would mess up. Like the song said, it was a broken vessel. 
 
And I think the two lines of that song are so appropriate – not just for that church, but for all 
churches, for our church. We are a community that welcomes all. And we are also a broken 
vessel. 
 
Friends, it is so good to see you today. Some of you I’ve seen many times before and others I’ve 
just met this morning. Whether you’ve been here often or haven’t been in several years, I’m 



glad that you are here. Please know there is no judgment. There’s no need to explain why 
you’ve been coming or why you haven’t been coming. You are welcome as you are. 
 
This community is your community. Welcome to this place. 
 
This morning I want to reflect a little about what this place is. What do we mean when we say 
welcome to THIS PLACE? What is unique about being a part of a church community? And I want 
to suggest 5 things. 
 
First, church is a place of unconditional love and acceptance. You don’t have to be anybody or 
anything other than who you are. When Jesus said, “God so loved the world,” that includes all 
of us. And that’s a beautiful thing. We don’t have to be the same. We don’t have to think the 
same. We don’t have to try to force others to become like us, to believe like us, to think like us. 
Quite simply, all God asks of any of us is to be the very best version of ourselves. You are 
welcome here, as you are. 
 
Secondly, church is a place where it is safe to ask the hard questions of life and faith. We resist 
dumbing down our faith to mere platitudes or cliches and know that God is bigger than any of 
us could possibly fathom. We claim a faith that offers us a hope that is often beyond 
understanding even as it cannot answer all of our questions or erase all of our doubts. Like 
Jesus reminded Nicodemas, the Spirit of God is wild and cannot be contained in flesh. Here, we 
are invited to live into the work of God’s spirit, to embrace mystery, and to see doubt not as an 
enemy to faith but rather as a companion. 
 
Third, church is a place where we share in each others’ joys and sorrows. If there’s one constant 
theme I’ve heard from so many of you since I’ve been here it’s that in hard times, this 
community has been there for you. I’ve heard one of you say quite often that  you’ve never had 
a problem he can’t get help with at coffee hour. I’ve heard others tell me that this church 
helped you furnish your apartment when you suddenly had to move. Still others about how 
when a loved one was sick, more food showed up at your house than you knew what to do 
with. Friends, the beauty of church is that it means none of us have to go through life alone. 
Whatever comes our way – both the highest highs and the deepest lows – we are in this 
together. 
 
And fourth, we are a place that serves the world around us. From making sandwiches for Father 
Bill’s, to our coat and clothing drives in the Fall, to helping start the Rainbow Youth Alliance to 
create a safe space for LGBTQ teens to gather, to offering out building for AA and NA groups to 
use, we know that church is always called to look outward, to serve those around us in tangible 
ways. 
 
This is who we are. This is the place that we want to welcome you into. 
 
But I know what you may be thinking. You may be thinking,  
 



“That sounds like a great community. I’d love to be a part of that community, if it actually 
existed.” 
 
 If you’re thinking that, you’re not wrong. Far too often, church can be a place of judgment and 
condemnation rather than love and acceptance. Far too often, church tries to offer a fake 
certainty and demands uniformity of belief rather than leaning into questions and mystery. Far 
too often instead of sharing in each others’ joys and sorrows, we can hurt each other. And far 
too often, instead of serving the world around us, churches can turn inward, shutting 
themselves off from and sometimes even fearing the outside world. There are times when we 
as a church have done those things. I would be lying if I said we always got it right. 
 
But when I describe what kind of community church is, I am not only describing who we are but 
I’m also naming for us who we aspire to be. Friends, the truth is that this church – and all 
churches – sometimes live out the very best of who we are and sometimes we fall prey to our 
worst tendencies. We are truly a broken vessel. And that’s why there’s one last principle that I 
want to name for us. 
 
We are a place that prioritizes forgiveness.  
 
Maybe the central theme of the gospel story is the theme of forgiveness.  
 
God has forgiven you.  
 
Really.  
 
No matter what you’ve done or what you ever will do. No matter what I’ve done or what I ever 
will do, God has forgiven us. 
 
And as forgiven people, we are invited to participate in God’s forgiveness by forgiving each 
other. I am certain that if you are a part of this community long enough, you will find a 
community of hope, of friendship, and support. And I’m also certain that if you’re a part of this 
community long enough, you will be disappointed and maybe even hurt at some point.  
 
We are not and never will be a perfect community. But if we can learn to be a community that 
forgives each other and ourselves just as God has forgiven us, if we can love and accept each 
other unconditionally, if we can lean into hard questions without trying to force our beliefs on 
others, if we can care for each other in hard times, and if we can give each other another 
chance when we mess up, imagine the possibilities.  
 
One of the people who Mildred pulled into her dance circle was Jill. Jill was a sex worker who 
had no place of her own. She first came to church to get the free breakfast the church offered, 
but after Mildred invited her into the dance circle, Jill became involved in every aspect of the 
church’s life…until one Sunday when she didn’t show up.  
 



She also missed the next Sunday…and the next….and the next. 
 
After a few Sunday’s, we all became worried and the rumor on the street was that the man who 
was her trafficker had become unhappy about how much time she was spending at the church 
and was basically forcing her to stay with him on Sunday’s. Well, Mildred decided to do 
something about it. She found out where the trafficker lived and Mildred drove to his house 
early one Sunday morning. 
 
Now what I didn’t tell you about Mildred is that she had been a missionary for 40 years before 
she retired. Part of that time, she was serving in war zones. She was fearless.  
 
So Mildred, this 80 something year old woman, walked up to the house of the sex traffiker and 
knocked on the door. And no one really knows exactly what happened next, but this is the way I 
heard the story. 
 
The man opened the door, puzzled by this old woman wearing a back brace. Mildred saw Jill 
sitting on the couch. She looked up at the man, then without saying a word, walked passed him 
to Jill.  
 
“Honey,” Mildred said, “You’re coming to live with me.” And Jill said, “Yes ma’am,” and got up 
and followed her to the door. They walked out right passed the startled man who had kept Jill a 
prisoner in his home and as they got about ½ way to Mildred’s van, Mildred turned around and 
walked back up to the man and looked him up and down and then said, “Shame on you.” 
 
Living with Mildred, Jill found safety and security that she’d never before experienced. She got 
a job at a local book store. She moved into her own apartment. She became a children’s Sunday 
school teacher at church. 
 
As time went on, Mildred’s health started to decline. She developed dementia. Mildred never 
married and had no children so there was no one to take care of her, so she ended up going 
into a skilled nursing facility. This woman who had given her life to make others feel welcomed 
and to help people in their most desperate of situations found herself in her last days all alone. 
And that’s when Jill decided to do something about it. 
 
Jill drove to the nursing home and walked into Mildred’s room and said the same words to 
Mildred that Mildred had said to her years ago, “Honey, you’re coming to live with me.” And 
that’s what happened. Mildred spent her remaining days living with Jill. 
 
Friends, I know this is an amazing story and there’s a risk in telling stories like this. This kind of 
story is certainly moving but there’s this temptation to think that somehow Mildred is a hero, 
more so than us, and that we could never do something like that.  
 
But let me remind you of how it all started. It all started just because Mildred welcomed Jill into 
the dance circle. It all started because Mildred welcomed Jill to church. 



 
When we welcome all unconditionally, God has a history of doing some pretty incredible things. 
So welcome to this place. Welcome to this broken vessel.  
 
 


