Matthew 10:40–42

By the end of this,  I found myself doing something I don't remember doing very often. I was looking at the weather forecast and hoping for rain.
Not a thunderstorm, although boy did we get one Fridy night, I nearly fell out of bed there was such a loud clap! So not the kind of rain that floods roads or cancels summer events. Just a steady, soaking rain. The sort that settles into the ground and leaves everything looking relieved.
That probably says something about our lives right now. Most of the year we complain about the rain. Then a few dry weeks arrive and we find ourselves gazing hopefully at the clouds.
This summer, many of us in Kent have become more conscious of water than usual. Hosepipe restrictions have been introduced. Gardens have begun to fade. Lawns that looked lush in spring now crunch beneath our feet. Suddenly, water has become something we think about.
And perhaps that is no bad thing.
Because there are some things we only really notice when they become scarce.
Water is one of them.
We turn on a tap and expect it to flow. We fill the kettle. We water the tomatoes. We wash the dishes. Most days, we hardly give it a thought. Until circumstances remind us how dependent we are upon it. And as I was thinking about that this week, I found myself returning to Jesus' words:
"Whoever gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones ... none of these will lose their reward."
A cup of cold water.
Of all the images Jesus could have chosen, that is the one he leaves us with. And it comes at the end of a chapter that has not exactly been gentle. Jesus has been preparing his disciples for what lies ahead. He has spoken about rejection and opposition. He has warned them that following him may create tensions even within families. He has told them to take up their cross. It is not the sort of recruitment campaign most organisations would run. Then, suddenly, at the very end, the tone changes. Jesus begins speaking about welcome.
"Whoever welcomes you welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me."
The whole passage softens.
It is as though, after all the warnings, Jesus wants the disciples to understand what this life is really about.

Not achievement. Not success or influence. But, Relationship.
Belonging and Welcome.
I remember visiting an elderly parishioner some years ago. She lived alone and had done for quite a long time. Her house was modest and a little worn around the edges, but she always insisted on making tea.
No matter how short the visit. The kettle would go on. Biscuits would appear. And while the tea brewed, she would ask questions.
Not out of politeness, but because she was genuinely interested.
How was the family? How was church? How were things going?
Looking back, I realise that what made those visits memorable was not the tea. It was the welcome. For half an hour, you had her complete attention. You felt that your presence mattered. And perhaps that is what Jesus is talking about.
Making room for another person.
The more I sit with this Gospel, the more I think the cup of water is not really about the water.

Or perhaps it is, but only because someone is thirsty.
The miracle is not the drink. The miracle is the noticing. And in that simple act, Jesus says, something holy happens.
Because the extraordinary claim at the centre of this passage is that when we welcome another person, we may be welcoming Christ himself.
That sounds beautiful until we remember who those people often are. Jesus speaks first about prophets. That sounds promising. Prophets are important. Then he mentions the righteous. They sound impressive too. Then, quite unexpectedly, he speaks about "little ones."
These are the vulnerable, the dependent, the overlooked. The people who have no status to trade upon and no influence to offer in return.
The people who need a cup of water.
And Jesus places them in exactly the same sentence as prophets and righteous people. It is a characteristic move.
Again and again in the Gospels, Jesus takes our assumptions about importance and quietly turns them upside down.
We are drawn towards power and we admire success.
Jesus is drawn towards vulnerability and he notices the forgotten.
We look for significance in the extraordinary.
Jesus points to a child, a widow, a stranger, or a thirsty person.
I sometimes wonder whether one of the reasons the Gospel can be difficult is that it keeps directing our attention away from where we naturally want to look.
We want to know how to change the world.
Jesus tells us to offer a cup of water. It all sounds so ordinary.
Until you try to do it. Because genuine welcome costs something. Not necessarily money. Something harder. Time.
Attention. Patience. The willingness to be interrupted. The willingness to see another person's needs alongside our own.
I suspect most of us know what it feels like to be thirsty in ways that have nothing to do with water.
There is a thirst for friendship. A thirst for hope. A thirst for meaning. A thirst to belong.
And there are people carrying those thirsts everywhere we go. The world is full of thirsty people. And most of the time, what they need is not a grand solution.
They just need someone to notice.
I think that is why Jesus sent his disciples out as he did, because their mission depended on receiving as well as giving.
They would arrive thirsty and someone would offer water, and shelter, and welcome. The Kingdom would grow through those acts of mutual dependence. That can be difficult for us to hear because we admire independence.
We like being capable and solving our own problems. We like being the ones who help rather than the ones who need help. Yet a dry summer has a way of reminding us that dependence is woven into the fabric of life. For all our planning and technology, we remain dependent upon rain.
Upon the rhythms of creation. Upon one another, and upon God.
Perhaps discipleship begins not with strength but with recognising that dependence.
Recognising our need for grace and community. Recognising that none of us gets through life alone.
I once heard someone say that every person you meet is fighting a battle you know nothing about. Whether or not that is always true, it is close enough to the truth to be useful.
Because it changes the way you see people.
Everyone carries burdens. Everyone carries hopes. Everyone carries fears.

And every now and then we are given the chance to offer a cup of cold water.
Perhaps not literally. More often through a conversation. A listening ear. A word of encouragement. A willingness to stay a little longer. The beautiful thing about this Gospel is that Jesus does not ask us to save the world.
That responsibility is already taken by Jesus.
Our task is simpler. To be faithful where we are. To notice the people God places before us. To offer what we can.
To welcome. To encourage. To refresh.
And to trust that God can do more with those small acts than we can ever imagine.
Because in the Kingdom of God, very little is truly small.
A mustard seed becomes a tree. A few loaves feed a multitude. A child becomes an example of faith. And a cup of cold water becomes a sign of God's love.
So perhaps the question this Gospel leaves us with is not whether we can do great things for God.
Perhaps it is simply this:
Who is thirsty?
And what cup of cold water have we been given to share?
For in a summer when we have learned again how precious water is, Jesus reminds us that kindness is precious too.
A small thing, perhaps. Easy to overlook.
Yet capable of bringing life where there is weariness, hope where there is loneliness, and refreshment where spirits have run dry. And that, it seems, is how the Kingdom comes.
One cup at a time.

Let us pray
Lord Jesus, refresh us with your love, that we may bring refreshment to others. Give us eyes to notice those in need, hearts ready to welcome, and hands willing to serve. May even the smallest acts of kindness bear witness to your Kingdom. Amen.
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