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 This morning we continue to gather and offer our best gifts to God during this season of 

Lent  - a season that we are holding as a tithe of year.  In week one we focused on getting clear 

about what God was calling us to do.  In weeks two and three, we talked about perseverance and 

obedience, and last week we looked at the gift of risk taking.  This morning we are focusing on 

the gift of hospitality, which incorporates all of the gifts we’ve talked about so far. 

 Think with me about a time in your own life when someone offered you the gift of 

hospitality.  Perhaps you needed a place to stay and someone opened their home to you, perhaps 

you were sick and needed care, and someone brought you a meal or took you to your doctor’s 

appointment. Perhaps good friends hosted you in their home for an evening of good food and 

fellowship.  How did you feel when you were the recipient of such gracious gifts? 

 As we heard earlier during the candle lighting, hospitality has deep roots in our faith 

tradition, for all of human life begins with God’s act of hospitality. Back in Genesis, God made a 

place for us in the world that God created, a world that we had no claim to inhabit. God knew 

that this offer was dangerous because we the outsiders might defile this pure and beautiful new 

world. But God welcomed us anyway. “Having been embraced by God, we must make space for 

others and invite them in—even our enemies,” writes Miroslav Volf in his book Exclusion and 

Embrace. Hospitality is treating outsiders like insiders, just as God treated us.i 

 God extended hospitality to us in the beginning, and God has never stopped.  We heard it 

in the psalm that Joyce read for us earlier, “You prepare a table for me in the presence of my 
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enemies, you anoint my head with oil, my cup overflows. Surely your goodness and mercy shall 

pursue me all the days of my life.”   

 Hospitality is integral to the earliest biblical stories. God welcomes Adam and Eve 

into the Garden of Eden. Abraham offers hospitality to three strangers by the oaks of Mamre, 

where he is unaware at first that he is welcoming God’s messengers. Later in the Old Testament, 

Rahab welcomes and assists the Hebrew spies, Elijah receives the hospitality of the starving 

widow of Zarephath, Elisha is hosted by the Shunammite woman in 2 Kings 4, and the medium 

at Endor ministers to a spiraling and desperate King Saul. Take a minute and think about this list 

with me.  Except for Abraham, all of these folks are women – non-Israelite women, who offer 

hospitality to Israelites. They are outsiders that welcome insiders and care for them.  

Later, hospitality becomes central to the very identity of what it means to be the People 

of God. “Treat the foreigner as your native-born,” Leviticus 19 says. “Love them as yourself, for 

you were foreigners in Egypt. I am the LORD your God” (translation you are my own). It’s a 

commandment echoed in Deuteronomy 10: “You shall love the stranger because you were 

strangers in the land of Egypt.” And, later in the Old Testament, God’s prophets remind Israel 

and Judah that God will judge them based on how they care for the widow, the orphan, and the 

stranger—that is, by the degree to which they provide outsiders with the privileges that 

automatically come to those who are part of the community.ii  We hear this command echoed 

in the parable Patsy read earlier where Jesus reminds us that ministry done to the least of these, 

the poor, the sick, the stranger, and the prisoner – is ministry done unto God.  

Jesus both offered and received hospitality during his ministry. He modeled for us eating 

with sinners and tax collectors. Accepting their hospitality was not just about sharing a meal, it 

was a way of identifying with them and making them a part of his community—a point the 
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Pharisees both understood and reviled. Luke 9 is a particularly interesting passage for 

understanding what Jesus was trying to teach the disciples about hospitality. At the beginning of 

the chapter, Jesus sends the twelve out on an evangelistic missions without provisions. He 

purposely asks them to rely on the hospitality of others. Jesus intentionally put the powerful 

message in the hands of powerless people. He made them dependent. And what better way to 

understand the people entrusted to your care than to live with them on their terms?  

In the same chapter of Luke—right after the disciples return—we find the feeding of the 

five thousand, another act of hospitality. The crowds have overstayed their welcome and the 

disciples want to send them away (so that the disciples can find food for themselves). And Jesus 

tells the disciples to feed these strangers—to treat them as if they are insiders, or part of Jesus’s 

inner circle. iii The command to provide hospitality makes no sense to the disciples. The disciples 

were so caught up in their own needs and wants that they did not see the obligation they had to 

extend their privileges to those outside the band. So Jesus feeds the outsiders. 

In the early Church, hospitality became a basis for evangelism. One of the primary 

reasons that the gospel spread throughout the Roman Empire was that Christians practiced a 

different kind of hospitality. Ancient Romans typically practiced hospitality for important 

people—that is, only for people who could give them something in return. But Christians became 

noted for extending hospitality to all, even the least of these. This was a significant part of how 

the early Church developed a reputation of love. The early Church loved outsiders as if they 

belonged. 

Why did they do this? Because they had received the same outrageous hospitality from 

God.  God, in his great love for us, offers us hospitality while we are yet sinners. God welcomes 

us, not as guests, but as children and heirs with Christ.    
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Today, hospitality is often the first experience outsiders have with God’s people (and the 

loving God we represent). You may have heard the phrase, “people may forget what you said, 

but they will never forget how you made them feel.” Outsiders measure “warmth” by 

hospitality—by the degree to which we make guests feel like family. This means that our 

hospitality must adapt to the experience of the outsider. Say, for instance, we have friends 

who are vegetarian. When we invite thtm to dinner, we don’t serve steak. We willingly and 

lovingly offer what they need to feel loved and accepted.  Scott Cormode, professor of leadership 

at Fuller Seminary notes, “We in the church know the right way to treat a friend: we 

accommodate ourselves to their needs. Yet somehow, when we deal with those outside the 

church, we often have the attitude that they should be grateful for whatever we offer and that 

they should be the ones to change. But, if hospitality is treating strangers as part of the 

community, then we owe them the same obligations we owe our friends.”  

I’ll be the first to admit how hard this is. We, the church-insiders, have things just the 

way we like them. We select a congregation that sings the songs we like, that meets at the time 

that works for us, and that has sermons on the things we think are important. But if we are going 

to welcome outsiders, then we bear an obligation to listen to those people who are not like us and 

then offer music, services, and sermons that meet their needs  as well. This level of hospitality 

will cost us.  

What if we get a “bad guest” you may wonder? Doesn’t hospitality leave us open to 

exploitation? Of course it does.  I think about the movie Les Miz - the story of Jean Valjean, the 

Frenchman imprisoned for stealing a loaf of bread.  After his release, he is required to carry 

papers that identify him as a convict, and consequently no one will hire him or give him a room.  

(Some things never change do they). A local priest risks offering him hospitality, inviting him in 
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for a meal and to spend the night.  Late in the night, Jean Valjean exploits the priest, knocking 

him out, stealing the rectory’s silver, and slipping out into the night.  The next day the police 

stop Jean Valjean, search him, then bring him back to the rectory, expecting the priest to confirm 

that the items were stolen.  Instead, the priest tells the police that the silver was a gift, in fact he 

added, he had also given Valjean the candle sticks, but he had forgotten to take them.  When the 

horrified housekeeper takes the police inside for a drink, the bishop looks into Valjean’s eyes.  

“Don’t you ever forget,” he said, “you’ve promised to become a new man.  My brother, you no 

longer belong to evil – with this silver I’ve bought your soul.  I ransomed you from fear and 

hatred, and now I give you back to God.”  Valjean rises to the challenge and becomes a new 

person.  He assumes a new identity and grows into a successful and compassionate business man 

who cares for the poor.   

But there are no such guarantees are there?  Without knowing the results, we are called to 

practice hospitality because God practices hospitality. God invites us into this earth God created. 

and we are often bad guests. We messed up the Garden of Eden and we continue to treat each 

other poorly. We do not show gratitude to God. Yet God keeps offering us hospitality and we 

must do the same.  

In the days ahead, as churches everywhere adapt and re-envision life on the other side of 

the pandemic, much of our hospitality will likely take place outside the building and not within 

our four walls.  God may very well call us to go “out there” and meet people where they are, and 

many of them may never come through these doors. What will this look like?  Again, I wish I 

had the answer to that question. But here is what I do know. Discovering the answer will take 

discerning God’s specific mission for us. It will require that we answer in the call with obedience 



6 
 

and perseverance, and that we take the risk to offer outrageous hospitality to anyone who needs 

it.  For in God’s book, all means all. 

 

                                                
i Scott Cormode, https://www.faithward.org/biblical-hospitality-outsiders-family/ 
ii Ibid. 
iii Ibid. 


