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Humility & Hospitality

Luke 14:1, 7-14

A Catholic priest told a gathering of friends about a trip he took to Israel.  He arrived late Friday afternoon just as everything was shutting down for the Sabbath, which meant no public transportation.  His destination was fifteen miles away, so he picked up his suitcase and started to walk.

He didn’t get very far before a family saw him and invited him to spend the Sabbath with them.  He gladly accepted their invitation, had a wonderful time, and when the Sabbath was over he found his bus and went on his way.

As soon as the priest finished his story, a Jewish friend told a similar story.  It was the late 60’s and he was a long-haired college student traveling through Spain.  One night he got off a train in a village that was already asleep.  A little frightened, not knowing where to go, he went toward the only lighted place he could find.  It turned out to be a monastery, and the monks received him gladly.  After he left, he discovered that they had quietly slipped some coins into his pocket as he slept.

These two stories, told by Craig Dykstra and Dorothy Bass in Practicing Our Faith, give us glimpses into the sacred practice of hospitality, a way of life taught in scripture that welcomes complete strangers into your home and at your table and even provides a bed for the night.  

What would happen today if young men like that stepped off the train here in San Carlos?  Maybe they would be invited into one of our homes, but then again, maybe not.

For is there not a crisis of hospitality in our society?  It is tragically evident in homelessness and widespread hostility to immigrants.  But it affects almost everyone in less noticeable ways as well.  A stranger smiles, and we cautiously turn away.  In our retreat from hospitality, we find that even friends and relatives sit at our tables less often than they used to.

Is there indeed a crisis of hospitality in our society?

The word “hospitality” is an interesting word – hospes in Latin and philoxenia in the Greek – and it means love of the stranger.  You know the word xenophobia, fear of the stranger.  This is the opposite of that, philoxenia, love of the stranger.  The word also means “guest” and “host” – a profound collection of meanings bound together in a practice that is profoundly linked to the heart of God: hospitality.

Hospitality is so profoundly linked to the heart of God that throughout scripture offering hospitality is considered “a moral imperative.”
  In the Old Testament the Hebrew people were commanded to extend hospitality to strangers because they knew what it was like to be a stranger.

You shall love the stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt. (Dt. 10:19)

Hospitality was also a crucial practice in the New Testament among the early Christians (Heb. 13:2).  In fact, for hundreds of years “offering care to strangers became one of the distinguishing marks of the authenticity of the Christian gospel and of the church.”
  To entertain people who had few needs was not really considered hospitality at all.

Breaking bread together at table with others has always been central to this hospitality.  So in our passage, on one particular Sabbath day when the Jews were trained to practice hospitality to the stranger; in a society where the meal was typically the place of teaching and exchanging information; in the gospel of Luke where the dining table was seen as the place of revelation (Lk. 24:30-31) – Jesus has some important things to say about hospitality and being a guest and a host and welcoming the stranger.

We are told that he is a guest in the home of “a leader of the Pharisees,” i.e. a distinguished man.  As people are arriving, Jesus notices how the other guests are all scrambling for “the places of honor” – at the head of the table closest to the host or in the middle of the couch.  Jesus has noted elsewhere in Luke that the religious leaders love to have the seat of honor in the synagogues and at banquets (11:43; 20:46).  And his own disciples had already been jockeying for positions of greatness with him too.  

He also notices that there isn’t a needy person in the group.  This guest list has been carefully pruned of all “tax collectors and sinners” and other undesirables; this meal is the place to be for the hip and happening, not the losers.  

But at that table, the all-important table, Jesus teaches them about life in God’s kingdom, life at God’s wedding banquet.  

For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted…

When you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind.  And you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you.

He’s teaching them God’s ways, God’s heart, the way God is with us.  And once again, these religious leaders, who claim to be so close to the ways of God, are exposed.  They are living a lie.  They don’t like being exposed, so the situation is very tense.

But Jesus’ parable about hospitality doesn’t end there, does it?  His meal with them is just a brief stop on his way to Jerusalem, where he will gather his disciples around another table where he is the host.  And what place does he take at that table?  He bends down and washes his disciples’ feet (Jn. 13:1ff), the lowest of jobs even among the lowest of servants.

But where does he end up at his table?  He breaks the bread and pours out the wine and explains that he is the Passover lamb – broken, poured out, sacrificed – killed in the most cursed of ways.  That is where we find Jesus at his own table.

And who does Jesus invite?  Jesus named his guest list earlier in Luke 4:18 – he came to invite the poor, the captives, the blind, the oppressed.  “Blessed are those who are invited to the marriage supper of the Lamb” (Rev. 19:9).  Who is invited?  It’s not the proud or the powerful or the rich (Lk 1:46-55), but the lowly, the hungry, the ones who have nothing to offer but their vulnerability and need.  

This is the hospitality that God has in mind.  But that certainly isn’t the way we think about hospitality today, is it?

Christine Pohl is the author of Making Room: Recovering Hospitality as a Christian Tradition.  As she was researching her book, she visited eight different Christian communities that are intentional about offering hospitality.  She asked the founder of one community that serves rural homeless people, “Would you describe your ministry as offering hospitality to strangers?”  She was surprised when he said, “No, not really.”  

“Well, then, how would you describe what you are doing?”

“We welcome needy strangers into a home environment; we give them a safe place.  I think of hospitality as entertaining family and friends; that’s not what we’re doing.”

I think of hospitality that way and you probably do too – entertaining family and friends.  Last night some friends came over to my house last minute and brought some of that great food from the Greek festival.  When they left they said, “Thanks for the hospitality!”  I said, “Uh, I’m preaching on that tomorrow, and it actually means love of the stranger.”  

When we say “hospitality” we are saying a gracious host; not “love of stranger.”  Unfortunately, that is what the word has morphed into over the last couple of hundred years as hospitals and hostels and hospices have taken over the shelter of strangers, and our homes have become more privatized and insulated and more fearful of the stranger.

Christine Pohl also writes this:

Numerous visitors from other countries have expressed surprise and disappointment at the infrequency with which they are invited into homes in the United States.  In many other societies, inviting a visiting foreigner into one’s home for a meal is an act of ordinary courtesy.  Although sharing a meal in a restaurant is a common practice today, it is not a full substitute for the more personal character of home-based hospitality.

How are we like the religious folks who were eating with Jesus that day in the Pharisee’s home?  Do we face a crisis of hospitality in Christ’s eyes?  They were so far from God’s heart and Christ’s humility and generosity and love of the stranger, and, according to what I read, so are we.  Dorothy Bass writes:

Ironically, it is not just hospitality to the “stranger” that is in peril in our society.  We are short not only of tables that welcome strangers but even of tables that welcome friends.  In a society that prizes youthfulness, the elderly are often isolated from the affection and care of their own families.  In many busy families, children find no after-school welcome home, and spouses find little time to host one another over supper.  And when we become estranged – separated by grievances large or small, or simply crowded out of one another’s lives – we all too often become “strangers” even to those we once loved.  Can we move beyond strangeness and estrangement to learn the skills of welcoming one another and to claim the joy of homecoming?

When Christ was noticing what was going on that day in the Pharisee’s house, what do you think his prayer was for them?  Probably the same prayer he is praying for us around this table.  I imagine Christ praying:

1. That we would see how blind we are and confess our sin and repent

2. That we would see how lame we are as God’s people and be healed

3. That we would see how poor and empty-handed we come to God’s table of grace (Rev. 3:17) and extend that same grace to others

4. That the incarnation of God’s hospitality in Jesus Christ would be incarnated in us today

John Wesley reminded his parishioners way back in the 1700’s that if they wanted to deepen their faith and grow in grace they needed to offer care to strangers and the poor in face-to-face relations.  Such ministry, he said, would lead to an increase “in patience, in tenderness of spirit, in sympathy with the afflicted.”

You mean bring them into our homes?  Bring them into our church, to our picnic, to our Progressive Dinner?  Yes.  For in so doing we welcome Jesus himself (Mt. 25:31-46); and when we don’t, we turn him away.

Dorothy Day, founder of the Catholic Worker Houses of Hospitality back in 1938, knew that it was Jesus who experienced the consequences of her ministry.

There He was, homeless.  Would a church take Him in today – feed Him, clothe Him, offer Him a bed?  I hope I ask myself that question on the last day of my life.  I once prayed and prayed to God that He never, ever let me forget to ask that question.

Would a church take Him in today – feed Him, clothe Him, offer Him a bed?  “I was a stranger,” Jesus said, “and you welcomed me.”  Is that what Jesus will say about us?  Or will he say, “I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked and you did not give me clothing, sick and in prison and you did not visit me?”

Let those who have ears to hear listen to what the Spirit of God is saying to the church.
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