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Before I begin my sermon, I want you to pause for a moment and consider what comes to mind when you think of the word “hospitality.”  Just take a minute to picture an image or experience that you associate with that word.  We’ll come back to it in a few moments.  



Over the past month and a half, I’ve been leading a Monday afternoon small group on hospitality as seen through the gospel of Luke.  We’ve talked about the difference between everyday hospitality and Christian hospitality, about how Jesus challenged people’s assumptions about the hospitality of God and received inhospitality as a result, about the challenges of being a guest as well as a host, and about how being a host can be a transformative experience for both hosts and guests. I wanted to share some of the things we’ve been talking about because as we find ourselves in this new church building, we have been thinking a lot about hospitality.  From the day we opened our new doors at the Open House in August, we’ve been planning and talking about welcoming people into our church home, about getting to know visitors as well as renewing friendships among the congregation.  Hospitality is a topic that cannot be avoided in the church-but whether we are naturally gifted at hospitality and tend to gravitate towards the role of host as extroverts or whether as introverts we would prefer to be observers, hospitality is not an optional practice for Christians.  It’s part of what makes us who we are.

Let’s go back to that image of hospitality that I asked you to think of at the very beginning.  What was it that you thought of?  Maybe it was the Thanksgiving meal that you shared with your family or close friends a few weeks ago.  A generous invitation you received to spend a day at someone’s cottage for a picnic and a swim.  Or about how wonderful it feels to stay in a hotel and have someone make your bed for you and pick up after you rather than having to do it yourself.  One of the experiences I thought about was how in university college professors would occasionally host students in their homes for a meal, and after eating only dining hall food and being around 18 year olds, it felt pretty special to be in a home, eating a home cooked meal with older adults.  



These are familiar scenarios to all of us-and they do represent expressions of hospitality, but they don’t get to the heart of what Jesus it describing in Luke 14.  Biblical hospitality is about more than just entertaining.  It’s sacrificial, uncomfortable, and does not seek to impress others.  The Greek word for hospitality is philoxenia.  Philoxenia combines the general word for love and affection for people who are connected by kinship or faith (phileo) with the word for stranger (xenos).  This definition reveals that hospitality is at the center of what Jesus calls us to do-to welcome the stranger as ourselves.  

What I described above is what may traditionally comes to mind when we think about hospitality.  This is the kind of hospitality we have been engaging in since the beginning of time.  Hellenistic practices associated hospitality with benefits and reciprocity.  Greek and Roman views of benevolence and hospitality stressed formal obligations between the benefactor and the recipient and emphasized the worthiness and goodness of the recipient rather than their need.  Often invitations-between friends, relatives or rich neighbors, reinforced social boundaries, solidified relationships and anticipated repayment from guests.  I’m sure many modern day instances of these interactions will come to mind for you as well.   I think back to the American Independence Day celebration hosted by the US Embassy here in Ottawa.  On July 4, 2013, I was 7 months pregnant and wanting to celebrate my patriotism, so I insisted to Raul that we try to attend the 4th of July party at the Amassador’s residence that I had heard about on the radio.  I got dressed up, dragged Raul along and was shocked when they asked for my invitation at the door.  Perhaps naively and if I’m honest a little arrogantly, I assumed being American was enough to be invited.  But I learned that it wasn’t a party for US Citizens-in fact it was just the opposite.  The point of the party was so that the Embassy could strengthen its ties with Canadians and other non-Americans.  To foster good relationships between politicians, business leaders, and other community groups who could tangibly enhance or benefit the work of the Embassy in Canada.  I think this is an understatement, but Raul can tell you that my ego was pretty bruised for quite a while.  It’s humbling to be rejected especially by your own countrymen, and I think being pregnant made me especially emotional.  But later, after licking my wounds of rejection, I came to understand their intentions and why, even though I am a citizen, my attendance would offer no benefit for my country’s foreign relations.  This is a pretty obvious example of how hospitality can focus on benefits and reciprocation, but I think we can all think of a personal example.  We try out a new recipe hoping to impress our colleagues and boss when we invite them for dinner.  We expect that after all those invitations to Thanksgiving at our house, our children or friends will someday reciprocate. To be clear, I am not saying that this kind of hospitality is bad.  In fact, it’s necessary.  They are a part of the joys and benefits of being part of society.  It’s a dynamic and meaningful part of our everyday relationships with our friends and families, colleagues and community.  These experiences give us pleasure, reinforce relationships, and strengthen our community ties.  Jesus wasn’t denying the goodness of this kind of entertainment and hospitality-in fact he enjoyed this himself, with his own friends and family.  But for Jesus, this kind of hospitality was taken for granted.   

What we see in Luke 14 is that Christian hospitality is radically different from traditional hospitality, both during Jesus’ time and now.  Hospitality was to be extended towards the weakest and those least likely to be able to reciprocate.  In this parable, Jesus urges the host of the dinner party to deliberately invite people who can bring nothing to the table-the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind, rather than friends or relatives and rich neighbors. These are not people who bring wealth, business opportunities, or can even reciprocate with their own dinner parties one day returning the favor.  There is no tangible benefit to inviting these people to dinner.  This kind of hospitality looks and feels different.  It requires helping the poor with no expectation of repayment, meeting the basic physical and spiritual needs of others, welcoming people who are different from us into our lives, and doing so with a generous, glad heart.  Gracious hosts seek no gain, but are blessed by God because when we welcome these people, we welcome God into our midst.   The goal is not to impress but to serve. How many times have we been reluctant to offer hospitality because we aren’t sure what we have to offer is enough to meet the expectations of others.  Our house isn’t clean enough, we don’t cook well, we’re not good enough.  But isn’t food just a minor part of the evening-the excuse for gathering?  What lingers in our memories is the intimate conversations, learning about how the other person is doing, knowing that we are seen and heard by others.  That people care, that people notice.

Throughout his ministry, Jesus welcomed tax collectors, prostitutes and sinners into his midst-both as guests and hosts.  These were people that the community, the religious elite and the world had rejected and turned away as having nothing to offer and no redeeming qualities to be found. Yet, Jesus invited these people to break bread with him, to share their stories and their lives with him, to comfort and heal them, and even to allow them to be his host as we see in the case of Zaccheus and the woman who washed his feet in the house of Simon.  In doing so, Jesus told these people that they mattered, that they were valuable, that they were loved, that they had something to offer.  They were welcome and honored guests in the house of God.   The poor and the infirm are welcome not in spite of their inconvenient needs and incapacity to reciprocate, but because of it.  This kind of hospitality is more than just entertainment, it’s a form of justice.  This kind of hospitality can remedy social stratification by providing welcome to everyone regardless of status.   This kind of hospitality can be transformative-for those who offer it and also those who receive it.

We are called to practice this kind of hospitality because this is exactly the kind of hospitality that God offers each and every one of us.  God is the ultimate host-the Creator of all who offers us transforming grace and new life in Jesus Christ.  Although our privilege may make it hard to relate to the poor, crippled, lame and blind who were invited to this dinner party, we must recognize ourselves in them as well.  For how can we ever reciprocate or repay God for the abundance and blessings we have received?  For the gift of creation. For the grace and forgiveness revealed through Jesus Christ.  For the new life that comes through the Holy Spirit?  We are able to love because God loved us first.  We can never fully reciprocate.  We can never match the hospitality and grace offered by God.  We can never repay God for the kindness he has bestowed upon us.  And yet, we are not required.  That grace and mercy comes not in spite of our inadequacy, but because of it.  We are worthy to be loved not because of anything we can do or because we deserve it, we are worthy to be loved because God is God. God is generous with his forgiveness, abundantly hospitable, and ultimately loving.  And when we have been the recipients of such incredible hospitality, how can we not share it with those around us?

So, let’s return to my original question.  Now, what images or experiences come to mind when I mention hospitality? Maybe some of the original examples still apply, but maybe there’s something more.  It could be a simple experience like a conversation with a stranger or friend who shows unexpected concern and empathy for you on a rough day.  A colleague who buys you lunch one day and doesn’t expect to be repaid.  A friend who babysits for you because they love your child and want to help you by giving you a night off.  I asked my friends on Facebook if they had an experiences with radical hospitality and these were some of the stories I heard:

-There’s an 18 year old on her first trip abroad and away from her family.  She gets really sick and can’t leave bed for a few days. While the group continued on with their local tours, the wife of the lodge's owner would silently sneak in and out of her room to check on her while she was sleeping throughout the day. She would leave soup, juice, and other feel-good goodies. She was never asked to do it and she never asked for anything in return. The now 32 year old still consider it one of the biggest kindnesses she’s ever been afforded.

-My own mom shared the story about how we got stranded on Christmas Eve in an ice storm in Texas on our way to be family with Michigan.  After hours of standstill on the road and no room at any of the Inns – we and 70 others were welcomed in by the local fire station.  The next morning the firemen made all 70 of us breakfast.  

- There’s a friend who worked at a hotel in Dallas during Hurricane Katrina. After the hurricane, the general manager of their branch was specifically told not to lower the prices (their rooms typically ran about $120-150 a night). But after seeing the struggle and hardship that the evacuees were going through, he not only lowered the prices, but he lowered them to just $5 a night for a whole week for people with New Orleans IDs.


Maybe these examples call to mind an experience of your own.  Many of these examples are quite literal demonstrations of hospitality.  But hospitality can occur in any setting and in any conversation.  The setting need not be a home and what is offered isn’t necessarily food.  Sarah Kotchian writes that hospitality means “letting someone know, though attending fully to them and their need in that moment, that they are welcome, that in your presence they are safe, that love is spoken here.”  In small and grand ways, this is what we are called to as Christians and as a church.  This kind of hospitality is more than just entertaining, it’s about God is calling us to do something wonderful, to do something radical, to do something that can truly transform our own lives and the lives of those around us.   For my friends who had experienced or witnessed the blessing of hospitality, they told me that they would never forget what had happened.  These experiences changed them.  And it opened their eyes to opportunities to do the same.    As we continue to reach out as a church, I invite you to pay attention.  Look around-at your family, your friends, your neighbors, your community.  What opportunities for offering hospitality are out there?  How are we already offering hospitality?  And how can we do more?  God is already and continually at work in the world, transforming lives through his grace and love.  I hope we all want to be a part of that.    Amen.
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