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Reading from the Gospels:  Matthew 10:40-42 

I think by now we’ve established that I will never meet the 

requirements to be called or to refer to myself as a foodie. I haven’t 

unlocked the code to that bridge between hoite and toite. If an entrée’s 

description is highlighted by an ingredient like Celeriac purée (sounds 

more like an intestinal condition than a delicacy), I’m wishing I had 

eaten a PBJ before leaving the house. Oh, I’ve eaten of a goat I had just 

met the previous evening and have occasionally been coaxed to stretch 

my gastronomic borders, but generally, familiarity trumps risk.   

And yet, after a visit with an old friend, I may just have to take a 

trip to Philly, not for cheesesteaks and the Liberty Bell, but to dine at 

an Israeli restaurant with a growing national reputation where food 

critics are like groupies at a rock concert. 

Julie Cox is recognized as one of the finest educators in the 

Presbyterian Church but she also grew up in the same small-town 

Missouri church as me. She worshiped here at SMPC with us a couple 

of weeks ago and stayed for lunch.  Julie is kind of a mash up of refined 
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style, keen intellect, finely tuned social skills, cheerful charisma, and a 

heart that radiates the glow of the supermoon. 

Julie was embarking on a well-deserved sabbatical from her 

ministry in SC, and at the top of her agenda was a trip to Philadelphia 

and a return to an Israeli restaurant named Zahav, the Hebrew word 

for gold, as in the Sun sparkling on Jerusalem stone. A sabbatical is a 

time for rest, reflection, and renewal; and yes, her taste buds would 

certainly be renewed and refreshed by the acclaimed cuisine, but there 

was also the possibility of renewal for the mind and spirit.   

You see, Julie is part of a study group charged with envisioning 

the possibilities of where God may be challenging the Presbyterian 

Church to direct its energies, and Julie’s previous experiences at Zahav 

told her there was something for the church to learn from the 

experience of shalom/wholeness/grace she encountered there.  In fact, 

you could say that the restaurant provided for her what we would hope 

the church to be for all who enter – hospitality in its purest form. 

When I asked Julie what separated this experience from a good 

meal at a favorite restaurant, she suggested it was a particular 
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combination of the chef’s history with and love for Israel and the way 

the whole staff embraced and radiated an Israeli understanding of food, 

table fellowship, and hospitality. In addition, the chef’s journey through 

grief and addiction awakened a deeper understanding of his Israeli 

roots and the irreplaceable grace of food and family around the table. 

Michael Solomonov was born in Israel but grew up mostly in 

Pennsylvania, returning to Israel for a period after his college stint was 

abbreviated by the pervasive I and I syndrome – inhaling and imbibing. 

He made his way back to the states and to culinary school, landing at a 

highly regarded Italian restaurant in Philadelphia.   

In 2003, his brother, in the final days of his enlistment in the 

Israeli army, was killed by a sniper. It was in cooking a memorial 

dinner at his brother’s army base a couple of months later that Michael 

felt moved to bring the Israeli understanding of table fellowship to 

Philadelphia.  Julie says that just entering the restaurant you feel 

welcomed as family, the whole staff committed to your experience of 

table fellowship, inviting you to share in their excitement as they 

immerse you in the connections between recipes, ingredients, and 
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culture. Their obvious passion is joyously infectious, drawing you in to 

share the whole of the experience. 

Think about it, were Jesus’ roots ever more transparent than 

when he said things like, “"Whoever welcomes you welcomes me, and 

whoever welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me.” Just a couple of 

weeks ago we looked at the story of strangers visiting Abraham and 

Sarah with the news of the child to be born to them.  If you remember, 

ol’ Abe and Sarah were scurrying around firing up the grill and 

preparing a feast.  

It was a bit chaotic but Abe was just striving to make the visitors 

feel at home, much like you would – pulling the good towels out the 

closet for the guest room; looking for that recipe you agreed would be 

great for company; buying grocery items you never buy because you 

want to make a good impression, make them feel spoiled. If you grew up 

in a small town, a galaxy apart from Dean and Deluca or Amelie’s, that 

meant buying the Pepperidge Farms cookies instead of the Oreos, or 

possibly, the Oreos instead of Value Cremes. Of course, the kids rat you 

out when you start putting condiments in crystal instead just putting 

the squeeze bottles on the table. When someone visits your home, apart 
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from that irritating cousin, you hope they have enjoyed the stay, that 

they felt valued, esteemed; that they would look forward to coming back 

even if you don’t.    

 I love the translation The Message offers for a verse in our text. 

“Accepting a messenger of God is as good as being God's messenger.” 

Emily Townes of Yale Divinity School observes that “our will to achieve 

caring relationships is within our grasp, yet all too often, if left to our 

own devices, we fall short of creating and nurturing the genuine 

relationships in which we develop into the people God calls us to be. 

Pride, ego, self-doubt, and their kin keep us from connecting with each 

other except in self-interested ways.” (Emily Townes, Feasting on the Word)   

Grace is God embracing us in spite of all of that and granting us 

the superpower of being able to see others through the eyes of Jesus. 

And when that happens, when that actually happens, heaven is not just 

close, it is here.  That’s the reward Jesus is talking about. It’s not about 

a better address behind the Pearly Gates, it’s about experiencing one 

another through the eyes of Christ. And where does this happen so 

often?  At the table. 
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The Spirit does move in surprising ways.  I was thinking about 

how our friend Julie’s experience at Zahav might translate to the life of 

the church, to our approach to ministry, and so I started researching 

the art of welcome, and low and behold, the first article that appeared 

was entitled The Art of Welcome, and it focused on a restaurant halfway 

across the globe from Zahav, thought by some to be the best restaurant 

in the world – Noma. The author’s experience at Noma sounded 

remarkably similar to Julie’s at Zahav.  

Kiyash Monsef traveled with his wife to Copenhagen’s waterfront 

on a cold November day, making his way to the end of a stone jetty 

where a Noma is located. Catching sight of the restaurant, they saw a 

door open, a server stepping out, smiling, and then stepping back in.  

Monsef says, “It was a simple gesture, at once familiar and alluring. It 

was like spotting an old friend, someone you know well, across the 

street, going the opposite direction, and waving, and knowing with a 

warmth in your belly that you will both divert from your paths to say 

hello. 

“It was an invitation. Follow me, is what it said. So we did.” For 

the next four hours they enjoyed the delicacies that certainly confirmed 
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the glowing reviews of the restaurant. But Kiyash didn’t want to focus 

on the food. He says, “What I want to talk about is something that came 

between that half-glimpsed smile on the jetty and the surprise and 

delight of the first course, something that had a profound effect on me 

and Jane both, something I think we will remember for the rest of our 

lives. 

“I want to talk about how we were welcomed to Noma.” Now, 

Monsef and his wife had eaten in Michelin-star restaurants, and he had 

worked for a couple of years as a pretty good server himself. So, he 

understood the need to “take care of” the guests, being polite and 

knowledgeable, anticipating their needs. And yet, he notes, “nothing, 

really, in my entire life could have prepared me for the welcome that 

awaited us inside Noma’s front door. 

“At least a dozen servers, bussers, and chefs, had all left their 

posts. The kitchen was virtually empty. The service floor, already 

partially seated, was lightly staffed. The entire front- and back-of-house 

crew had assembled just inside the front door, each and every one of 

them looking us in the eye with broad, friendly smiles, warmly 

welcoming us — just us — to their restaurant. 
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“If you’ve ever worked in a restaurant, you know that this is not 

supposed to happen. For one thing, the chefs do not leave the kitchen. 

They certainly do not leave the kitchen at the start of service for a full 

house. Maybe the head chef will step out, alone, once a night, to chat 

with a VIP. Maybe. 

“We are not VIPs. We are not royalty. When we go to a party 

hosted by good friends, we do not receive this kind of a welcome, nor 

would we expect to. My wife later described it as one of the warmest 

feelings she has ever felt. It was extraordinary and overwhelming, and I 

am not exaggerating when I say that in the presence of this assembly of 

complete strangers, it took a sustained effort on my part to keep from 

bursting into actual tears of gratitude right there at the host’s podium.”  

Reflecting on the experience, he expresses the same thing my 

friend Julie felt half a world away.  “There is great power in the 

moment of welcome. There is a high bar, and sometimes all it takes to 

reach it is a small gesture. A small gesture that lets people know that 

you see them. That they are noticed. That they, they themselves, are 

appreciated. That you care about them, not as one of many, but as a 

unique person who came to you and your work on their own road. 
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“I don’t mean to say that it’s easy to do this. I don’t mean to say 

that it’s easy to reach that high bar. I don’t mean to say that it doesn’t 

require creativity and ingenuity and vision to see an opportunity in a 

small, throwaway moment. But the opportunity exists … to welcome 

each other into the various chambers of our lives.” (Kiyash Monsef, The Art of 

Welcome, medium.com)  

That is when the church actually becomes the Church of Jesus 

Christ, when we are so grateful and excited about what is possible here, 

that we just can’t wait to share it with others. John says, “God is love, 

and those who abide in love, abide in God, and God abides in them … 

we love because God first loved us. Again, The Message translation of 

our text is instructive – “This is a large work I've called you into, but 

don't be overwhelmed by it. It's best to start small. 42 Give a cool cup of 

water to someone who is thirsty, for instance. The smallest act of giving 

or receiving makes you a true apprentice.”   

Welcome. Imagine how transformative such an experience can be 

in someone’s life or in your life.  Imagine how transformative a place 

this can be when we radiate the same joy and passion of the staff at 

Zahav or Noma. Imagine how important hospitality becomes in a world 
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increasingly defined not by hospitality but hostility. You know it’s bad 

when the comedians are struggling because the newsmakers actual 

words and deeds are more farcical than any satire the comedians could 

dream up.  

It is into this very breach that we are called to go as disciples of 

Christ, armed with the lessons of grace and the examples of welcome at 

Zahav and Noma, to show that abundant life and heaven itself are 

accessed not by being right, or having more, or getting there first, or 

crushing the opponent, but rather through welcome, hospitality, and 

seeing everyone through the eyes of Christ. You may not ever make it to 

Zahav or Noma, but you’ve made it here, and it is here through the 

grace of Jesus Christ and the superpower he offers us to see all others 

through the eyes of the Lord that we may participate in a masterpiece 

through the art of welcome. 

We can learn more than recipes from these unique restaurants, By 

the grace of Jesus Christ we can learn the art of welcome.  Monsef says, 

“That moment is important. It has power. It has power because we are 

all human beings, and we all want to be seen and noticed and 

appreciated, and maybe the real lesson is this:  
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“Every time we stand at a threshold and welcome another person 

across it, we have an opportunity to make the world a better place.” 

(Kiyash Monsef, The Art of Welcome, medium.com)  Amen. 


