
Welcome Him; Welcome Me 

Homily on the Twenty Third Sunday in Ordinary Time 
Wisdom 9:13-18a; Philemon 9-10, 12-17; Luke 14:25-33 

Most Reverend Joseph J. Tyson, Bishop of Yakima 

Peace be with you!  The famous Puritan preacher of Colonial America, the Reverend 

Cotton Mather, had a slave named Onesimus.  Most folks remember the Reverend Cotton 

Mather since he’s required reading in college surveys of early American literature.  But 

few know about his slave Onesimus.   

Back in 1721, a small pox epidemic broke out in Boston.  Numerous people died. 

Onesimus told his master, the Reverend Cotton Mather, about a practice in Africa 

involving the pustule of a small pox victim being dabbed through a light thorn scratch 

onto another uninfected person.  Today, we call this inoculation.  We do it all the time. 

But at that time the procedure was very controversial.  The Reverend Mather took the 

word of his slave, Onesimus, and convinced Dr. Zabdiel Boylton to inoculate his own son 

and his other two slaves.  Eventually, some 240 people were inoculated.   

Even though Cotton Mather was a minister, the practice was opposed religiously, 

medically and politically both in the Americas and in Europe.  Many thought this practice 

was a tribal pagan ritual that bordered on idolatry. Some even said accepting an 

inoculation represented a diversion of God’s will.  The records from back then indicate 

some 2 percent dying from the inoculation while 15 percent of those not inoculated died 

of the small pox disease.   

Now, of course, our schools require inoculation records when registering.  Students and 

adults regularly receive shots.  Each year I go for my flu shot.  But back then it was so 

very different.  I suspect one of the reasons that the Reverend Cotton Mather had the 

sensibility to listen to his slave Onesimus was precisely because of the name he gave him. 

For Onesimus is also the name of the slave about which we hear in our second reading 

from St. Paul to Philomen.  Today, we only read this book of the Bible once in a three- 

year Sunday lectionary cycle.  But, back before the American Civil War – in highly 

Protestant America – this particular book was one of the most disputed and noted books 

of the Bible. St. Paul’s letter to Philomen about his slave, Onesimus, was used by both 

the Northern abolitionists and Southern slave holders to justify their differing attitudes 

towards the American institution of slavery.   

Slave holders pointed out that St. Paul never directly condemned slavery.  Abolitionists 

noted the clear direction and story line St. Paul narrates in the letter as a challenge to the 

practice of slavery due to Christian baptism – and it’s this understanding that’s best 

backed by scholarship and scripture research.  St. Paul meets Onesimus while 

imprisoned.  Onesimus, as a fellow prisoner of some type, becomes close to St. Paul and 

is converted to Christianity.  Later, St. Paul discovers the fact that Onesimus is an 

escaped slave as well as a prisoner.  Onesimus – knowing the admiration that his master, 



Philomen, has for St. Paul, probably asks for this letter so that he, the slave Onesimus, 

would not incur the horrible wrath allowed under Roman law for escaped slaves.  Thus 

those powerful and poignant words of St. Paul to Philemon:  “So if you regard me as a 

partner, welcome him as you would me.” 

Like Cotton Mather, St. Paul lived in an era where slavery was commonly accepted and 

widely practiced.  Although the nature and condition of slavery differed greatly between 

the ancient Greek world and early American history, Cotton Mather seemed to pick up an 

important theological theme from St. Paul in this letter.  This theme can be summarized 

in one word: baptism. 

St. Paul and Philemon regarded each other as partners, not because they were of the same 

social class, but because they were baptized into the same Body of Christ.  Philemon’s 

slave, Onesimus, too, was baptized into the same Body of Christ and – therefore – St. 

Paul has the theological and moral capacity to say to Philemon, “Welcome him as you 

welcome me.”  As St. Paul notes in his letter to the Ephesians: "So then you are no longer 
strangers and sojourners, but you are fellow citizens with the holy ones and members of 
the household of God."   All are one through the one baptism of our Lord Jesus Christ.  In 

fact, tradition has it that Onesimus went on to become Bishop of that same city of 

Ephesus.  He’s included in our church canon of saints as – literally – St. Onesimus of 

Ephesus, bringing together the theological writings of St. Paul into the volume from 

which we take our second reading this very Sunday. 

Needless to say, this scripture became the basis for a good deal of reflection on the 

question of civil rights in our own country and even in our churches.  David Shipler in his 

book “A Country Divided: Blacks and Whites in America” notes that the most racially 

segregated place in America is Sunday morning in our places of worship.   

Might this be true for us too here in the Diocese of Yakima?  I am painfully aware that 

language and culture create chasms inside many of our parishes here in Central 

Washington.  It’s hard to build a sense of community when we can’t communicate with 

each other and sometimes don’t understand each other’s customs.  Indeed, the question of 

immigration becomes contentious often because acceptance of immigrants can seem like 

a diluting of our unity. 

But viewed through the prism of baptism, it’s the other way around.  Baptism is so 

inclusive that the basis of our unity comes – not from a shared language or culture – but 

from a shared faith in our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ and it is out of this basis that we 

become “One Faith – One People.”  Even more, I believe that when we ground our 

humanity in our shared baptismal faith in Jesus Christ, then it often becomes easier to 

learn another language and enjoy another culture.   

This weekend in the parish bulletins is the pastoral letter from all of us bishops here in 

Washington State on the importance of a full, robust and comprehensive immigration 

reform that includes a clear pathway for citizenship.  That call comes – not from a 

political opinion – but from a prayerful reflection on our part on the importance of  



baptism and the inherent dignity of the human person to which it points for all people of
every faith and even those who have no faith at all.  This was St. Paul’s insight when 

writing about Onesimus and it ought to be our insight when carefully forming our 

consciences on the public policy issue of immigration.  May we embrace our baptism 

more fully as we embrace the undocumented in our midst!  May our words be the words 

of St. Paul:  “Welcome him as you welcome me!”  Peace be with you! 




