10

Leviticus 19:33-34
Deuteronomy 10:17-22
Matthew 20:25-34 

The Second Practice of a Fruitful Congregation: Radical Hospitality 

________________________________________________________________

He received the phone call on Friday night.  He didn’t get many calls – he was new in the community and other than with a few of his co-workers at the school, he rarely talked to anyone outside of work.  Being a single dad in a strange community is a lot of work.  He took a big chance going to that church on Sunday, and now he’s wondering if that was a mistake.

The person on the phone was someone he met at that church – if he’s remembering the right guy, he seemed nice enough when he met him.  He remembered that this was the fellow with a son the same age as his own boy.  To be honest, though, he was surprised to hear from him.  He was even more surprised to hear his invitation.  Would you and your son like to come to a family reunion tomorrow?

A family reunion?  You’re inviting us to come to your family reunion?  Sure, the caller said, it might be fun.  Our sons can play and you can meet some folks and eat great food.  My family will enjoy meeting you.

Quite an invitation.  A family reunion.  Not entirely confident he would be comfortable, he asked his son if he would be interested, who jumped at the chance to be with some kids his own age.

So, they went to this family reunion, and really enjoyed themselves – actually he felt quite comfortable and found himself relaxing early into the day, enjoying the food and conversation.  No one else was at all bothered by this stranger showing up at their family reunion.  He felt so welcomed – it was odd that he felt so welcomed at someone else’s family gathering.
As you’d expect, he was inclined to visit that church again, which he did – and he looked for his new friend.  They greeted one another before the service.  He thanked his friend for the great time they had the day before.  And then he asked – why did you invite me to your family event?  I mean, didn’t it seem weird that you invited a stranger to come to your family reunion?  You hardly know me and this was your family’s gathering.  Wasn’t I intruding?  The friend smiled and said, you know, I grew up in this community, and in this church – I’ve always belonged here, and I have lots of family all around me.  It’s easy for me – but it’s also easy for me to forget how hard and lonely it must be living in a strange place, being a stranger everywhere you go.  
So, something told me – I guess it was a God-thing.  I wanted you to enjoy a family, any family.  That’s all.  Our family reunion was a perfect way to welcome you, and, besides, I knew my family would treat you just like one of their own.  Just like one of their own.  Those words reached deep and warmed his soul.  It’s true, he felt welcomed, as if he was a part of the family, as if he was one of their own.
Last week we looked at the first practice of a fruitful congregation – risk-taking mission and service.  This week we look at the second practice of a fruitful congregation – radical hospitality.  More than just politely tolerating someone new while they hang around – true fruitfulness happens when we practice radical hospitality – welcoming a stranger to be a part of the family – to be treated just like one of our own.

Of course – this isn’t a new idea.  Like the local fellow in our story, it’s very easy to forget what it feels like to be a stranger in a foreign land especially if you’ve never really been a stranger.  If you have always been here, raised here, raised in this church – your sense of belonging runs deep.  It might be very hard to understand what it feels like to be new, to be a stranger in this foreign place.

Which is why Scripture teaches the early family of God quite clearly – From Leviticus we read -- When a stranger lives with you in your land, do not mistreat him.  The stranger living with you must be treated as one of your native-born.  Love him as yourself, for you were strangers in Egypt.  I am the LORD your God.    

For you were strangers in Egypt.  But that was a long time ago.  Do you remember?  Do you remember what it was like for you?  But what if you can’t remember?  Or what if you have never, ever been a stranger anywhere?  This – to be blunt – is an important consideration for a church such as ours – with a longstanding, rich, and good tradition of families who have been a part of this congregation for generations.  Such deep tradition is a good thing – it provides a sense of stability.  But it also creates a sense of enclosure and exclusion.   Because we have lived for so long as people who belong to the family, we have forgotten – or we have never known -- what it’s like to be a stranger.  And so we must be especially diligent to place ourselves into the hearts and minds of the Israelites – who were told – remember what it was like for you in Egypt – when you were strangers there.  Try to understand what it would be like to not belong, to not be known.  Only then will we transform our enclosure to openness, and only then will we transform our exclusion to inclusion, only then will we understand what it means:  When a stranger lives with you in your land, do not mistreat him.  
The stranger living with you must be treated as one of your native-born.  Love him as yourself.  Jesus puts a bit more flesh on this for us – and reaches to the heart of the matter.  Whether you have lived here your whole life, or you, too, are relatively new, radical hospitality is first a matter of the heart – a heart that is either turned inward to care for myself, or a heart that is turned outward to care for others – which is a service heart.  
Jesus set the example – with more than words, we now know.  Whoever wants to be great among you – you could read it this way – whoever wants to have a seat at the table with your name on it – your place, marked and saved for you – as if you are so important everyone will know you belong in that seat – if that is what you want, you need to turn your heart inside out.  Whoever wants to be so important among you must become like a servant.  Whoever wants to be first – to be treated as one who was here first? – you must become like a slave.  Jesus says, I did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give up my life as a ransom for many.  

It is interesting that the gospel writer Matthew shoves the next story right here for us – without pause -- The two blind men sitting by the road shout, “Lord, Son of David, have mercy on us!”   The crowd – perhaps those who were there first – or thought they were entitled to Jesus’ attention first, they tried to quiet the blind men.  Instead, Jesus noticed the two of them sitting by the road, and gave them their sight.  I wonder what was the first thing they saw?  What sight, or insight, did they receive?  What will we see when we are given our insight?  Or -- are we like the crowd trying to hush the one who interrupts us, to hush that person who doesn’t belong?

Mind you, none of us is ever so harsh or boldly rude to say to a newcomer – hush.  Make no noise, do not be noticed until you have been here longer.  But the effect of our treatment is the same.  You would be dismayed to know how often someone comes to me after a worship service to ask me:  Who was that person sitting in that seat behind so and so, you know, the one with the glasses and the dark hair.  Who was he?  Is he new?  And I say, I am not sure.  And I wonder -- Did you bother to go over to the person and ask?  Did you show even the most bland form of hospitality – call it curiosity if you must – to go to the stranger and ask, what is your name?          
God has called the church to practice so much more -- much more than such polite, bland hospitality, but to practice radical hospitality – in which even the stranger among us is actually welcomed into the family – just like our own, as if they’ve been a part of us all along.
We are challenged to practice radical hospitality.  The word radical means – from the root – from the deepest source.  And so we must consider our source, our root.  Like the two blind men who received their insight and followed Jesus.  We follow our source -- the Christ -- who gave it all up for us – who chose to serve rather than to be served, who’s very nature is a heart turned outward for the good of others, especially toward strangers.

Bishop Schnase, in his book, The Five Practices Of Fruitful Congregations, suggests that what the church really needs is a culture change – for us to be re-wired – to be transformed.  And that’s true, but such a change – even a whole culture change -- happens one person at a time, one conversation at a time.  And it starts with you, no one else.  
Bishop Schnase says this, “A church changes its culture one person at a time.  Radical hospitality begins with a single heart, a growing openness, a prayerful desire for the highest good of a stranger.  It begins when one person treats another respectfully and loves the stranger enough to overcome the internal hesitation to invite that person into the life of Christ’s church.”

Let’s take it one step further.  We’ve said that radical hospitality is more than tolerating someone new while they hang around the edges.  Radical hospitality means inviting a newcomer to the family reunion – as if they are part of the family.  And that means more than enjoying food together.  And so, if we stretch ourselves a bit more – becoming radical -- at our source -- we must become interested in making disciples.  And we know – an invitation to become a disciple of Jesus Christ is more than inviting someone to hang around.  Being here is a great thing – but remember, we are not inviting – or, God forbid, granting permission -- for the stranger to hang around.  More, we are inviting the stranger into the life of Christ’s church, which means inviting that new person into ministry.  We invite a new person to participate in mission with us, in service with us, to help us plan, to be included in the activity of our ministries and programs and projects.  Radical hospitality is an invitation to discipleship, which means an invitation to participate in ministry here.  
And that might mean me giving up my seat, you know the title I’ve held for 12 decades because my daddy did it and her daddy did it.  But to go out of our way to move aside, to slide over and make some room to welcome a newcomer, to train a newcomer, and say, join us, you’re a part of us, you’re a part of our family.  
And it takes time – it takes time to radically welcome a newcomer – to teach them how to make coffee the way we make it – or perhaps, to learn a better way to make coffee from the stranger, or maybe he wants to learn our way, or better yet, together we will discover that it doesn’t matter how we make our coffee around here.  What is more important is that now, there are two of us making it, two of us enjoying it.  And now there are two of us available to welcome others.  Maybe tomorrow we’ll have tea instead.

There’s something about human nature – God knew.  God knows.  We tend to circle our wagons and gather among ourselves, with our familiar folks, the folks we grew up with, who understand our ways.  God knew our tendency, and so from the very beginning we are taught:  When a stranger lives with you in your land, do not mistreat him.  The stranger living with you must be treated as one of your native-born.  Love him as yourself, for you were strangers in Egypt.  I am the LORD your God.    

Radical hospitality starts with you.  One by one, one person at a time, we will be transformed into a congregation that knows, a congregation that remembers what it was like to be strangers in Egypt.  And so, remembering what it was like in Egypt, you might be the next one – without giving it a second thought – you might be the next one to pick up the phone and say to a newcomer, hey, I’d like to invite you to our family reunion. 
The Lord be with you.
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