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My buddy Eva is about five months pregnant, and she just went in this week for an ultrasound. I think, until now, the baby wasn’t 100% real to her or her husband Jorma. But after the ultrasound, she called me up. “Steph, it’s a boy. And we saw it all. The heart, the chambers of the heart, his little lungs, the lobes of his brain.” She said it was a miracle. And it was utterly intimidating. Because now, everything is different. Everything she does, everything she takes in, affects someone else’s life. Their lives are not just their own anymore. 
It makes me wonder: How does anybody get up the courage to actually get pregnant and have a baby? I know, humans have been doing this for millennia and it works out. Sometimes – really out of curiosity – I want to stop and just ask people. Do you know what you’re getting into? The commitment? The cost? The journey? Do you know what you’re asking?

Lately I’ve been flashing on that same question – the one Jesus posed to James and John. That’s because my book on radical welcome is finally coming out at the end of this month. And people have been calling to ask about it, to tell me how psyched they are to use it in their congregations. I’m excited that they’re excited. But I’m also a little worried. And I want to ask them, do you know what radical welcome is? Do you know what you’re asking for?
Maybe they do, maybe they don’t. My experience is that most people hear “welcome,” and all these associations come up: evangelism, inviting, newcomers. Maybe even diversity. As for the “radical” part, that just sounds like it’s more welcoming, more inviting, more energy, more people, bigger and better signs, bigger and better smiles. Yes! Of course, we want that.

I feel almost guilty when I tell them the truth about radical welcome. That it’s about embracing cultures and groups that are generally marginalized in mainline churches. Folks like people of color or the poor, gays and lesbians and bisexuals and transgendered people, or young adults or the disabled, or so many other silenced, oppressed, closeted groups.
Will these dear readers be excited when they hear that radical welcome isn’t about decorative diversity or inviting new communities to come inside only to assimilate to our Anglican way of life? Do they want to know it’s actually about building risky relationships, letting go of some preferences and ideas about what church ought to be, so that the voice, the presence and the power of The Other actually begins to shape a fresh vision of the whole community? What would happen if they understood that radical welcome, like all discipleship, is costly?
Jesus asked James and John: “Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or to be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?” How quick we are to say, like James and John, “We are able.”

He told them, “The Son of man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.” Do you really want to give your life, like that? Do you know what you’re asking?
The truth, the honest truth, is that we don’t know. Parenthood. Radical welcome. Discipleship. It’s all holy and scary, rewarding and costly. And there’s no guarantee that your family or your community will come out like the shiny, happy people of God. 

So where does that leave us? Do we stop having kids? Stop dreaming of radical welcome? Stop following Jesus? The risk analyst would probably tell us not to bother. Look at the odds! The part of me that wants things to be neat, as close to perfect as possible, balks in fear. 
But that’s where my buddy Eva’s wisdom kicks in. She reminded me how she keeps moving, how we can keep moving, even when we’re facing something so huge and intimidating as parenthood or discipleship. And it comes in two parts. 

The first part: Remember it’s all a journey. Steph, she said, Kids have been born for all these years. You love it, you hate it, you do the best you can. It’s a journey. At each turn, you don’t know what’s coming. You make the call in the moment. And you leave room. Room for grace. Room for learning. Room for  forgiving yourself or letting others forgive you. And room for trying again.
When you say yes to parenthood, when you say yes to radical welcome, when you say yes to Jesus, you’re making an ongoing commitment to a new way of life. Not because you’re prepared for every contingency. But because you’re ready to take a step on a lifelong journey. That’s enough.

The other thing that can keep us going: the promise of resurrection. Having a baby or becoming radically welcoming may not be warm and sugar-coated. But it’s also not some tragic, doomed venture with no sweetness or consolation. There will surely be moments when you have to drink the cup, to suffer, to give more than you ever dreamed possible. But Jesus shares this cup, this journey, with you, and even if you fall, you gotta believe you’ll be raised with him. 
You’ll be raised when that child locks his tiny finger onto yours and won’t let go. You’ll be raised when your community experiences the blessing of seeing the gospel thorough newly opened eyes, the blessing of worshiping in a style that reveals the power and freedom of God’s Holy Spirit, the blessing of following as marginalized people begin to offer fresh gifts and leadership that complement the trusted traditions your community has valued for so long. You will be raised …
So, do we know what we’re asking? No. Is it risky and entirely ridiculous? Yes. But should we keep walking this long road together, in faith, in hope, trusting in grace, trusting in resurrection? I don’t think Jesus would have it any other way. 
