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Intro.:  2 years ago our fall worship series was “Fanning the Flames”, focusing on 
our God-given gifts 

A. If you’ve ever taken an inventory of spiritual gifts, you know that 
hospitality is one of the commonly recognized spiritual gifts 

1. Do you have the gift of hospitality?  Do you know someone who has 
the gift of hospitality? 

B. Right now I ask you to draw into your mind the image of someone you 
know who has the gift of hospitality 

1. Ask an individual: Do you have someone in mind? (Don’t have to name 
them) 

2. Why do you think this person has the gift of hospitality? How do they 
display this gift?  What do they do specifically?  Response?  

C. Have you ever benefitted from their hospitality gift? How? Where did 
this happen?  

1. Empathize with that good time: I’ve had some really pleasant times like 
that too … 

a) Having a meal or a Sunday School class social at someone’s house 

b) We were well-fed, & provided with ample seating & space 

c) We were given a relaxed setting where we could talk & laugh … 

where we could listen & be understood just as we were 

d) The feeling I recall from this kind of experience was “warm fuzzies” 

… this is what draws us to hospitality 

2. Some of you here today have provided me with these warm fuzzies, 
but I won’t embarrass you by calling you out 

II.  (Shift to alt. meaning of “hospitality”)  

A. Now let’s repeat that same mental exercise a bit differently: Do you still 
have a person in mind with gift of hospitality? 

1. Let’s call her Roberta. How often has Roberta ever … 

a) Met a stranger going thru hard times & invited them home for a meal? 

b) Offered to let a homeless person sleep in her own house? 

c) Stopped to help someone with a broken down car & spent her own 

time & money to get it fixed? 

2. By now some of you may have stopped imagining, because you’re 
objecting:  

“Neil, that’s not hospitality you’re talking now.  That’s just reckless behavior! Doing those 

things would bankrupt me, or put my family in danger! You’ve gone way beyond hospitality!” 
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3. So maybe I’ve gotten your attention now …  

a) Because we’ve just put our finger on the crux of the biggest issue 

regarding hospitality for Christians … here’s the biggest issue: 

b) What we mean today by “hospitality” is radically different from what 

the Bible means by that word.  

c) And if we claim to be a people who take the Bible seriously, then we 

need to pay more attention to this difference … because as we will see in 

this series, the Bible has a lot to say about hospitality 

4. In preparing for this series, there’s a book on hospitality which I’ve 
found very helpful, written by Dr. Christine Pohl, a professor at Asbury 
Theological Seminary … book is titled Making Room 

B.  The fact that hospitality in the Bible is so very different from how we 
talk about hospitality is articulated well by Pohl: 

Today when we think of hospitality, we don’t think first of welcoming strangers. We picture 

having family and friends over for a pleasant meal. Or we think of the “hospitality industry”, of 

hotels and restaurants which are open to strangers as long as they have money or credit cards. 

Perhaps churches [like Waterford] come to mind, with their “hospitality committees” that 

coordinate the coffee hour, greet visitors, or help with parking.    (Christine D Pohl, Making Room: 

Recovering Hospitality as a Christian Tradition, ©1999 Eerdmans Publishing, p. 4) 

III.  So where do such radically different notions of hospitality come from? 
Sometimes the history of the words we use is very revealing. 

A. Here’s an abbreviation “hosp.”  If I asked you what that stands for, what 
would your 1st instinctive response be? 

1. Hospital? Hospice? Hospitality? 

2. In fact all 3 words derive from a Latin root “hospes”  

a) What does it mean? 

b) It means “guest” … AND it also means “host” 

3. Some of you may ask, “How can it mean both at the same time? 
You’re either a guest or a host, right?” 

a) Ahh! There lies a clue as to why we in our world today think about 

hospitality so differently from how the biblical writers did 

b) We tend to rigidly separate these roles … and we usually prefer to be 

the host! 

We want to be the one who’s giving .. the one with the resources 

We want to be the one who’s not “needy” … so we go to great 

lengths to have power and control 

c) Listen again to how Christine Pohl summarizes clearly our typical 
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attitudes toward host and guest roles: 

Those of us with resources can usually avoid depending on the personal hospitality of strangers 

for food, shelter and safety. Away from home, we buy our meals and book comfortable hotel 

rooms. [Let me interject here by asking you to bear in mind the natural disasters of the last 2 weeks 

around the world, as you hear these next words. Pohl writes:]  Unless we travel in a foreign country, 

live through the devastation of a storm or an earthquake, or run into car trouble on the road, 

we’re unlikely to know what it is to be a vulnerable stranger needing someone else’s help.  
  (Pohl, p. 4) 

B. While we think of guest & host as separate roles, that’s not the biblical 
message. 

1. Throughout the Bible God is the gracious and generous host to God’s 
people, but those people are sometimes wandering aliens, and sometimes 
they are hosts to strangers. 

2. Abraham & Sarah themselves spent much of their lives as migrants 
depending on the hospitality of foreigners.  But sometimes they were 
settled down, like in our story today, where they were the hosts to 3 
strangers who showed up out of the wilderness 

a) Now, we have to remember, in ancient times living in a harsh 

landscape without hotels, cars and refrigeration, people’s very survival 

depended on hospitality from strangers. 

b) So Abraham does what every respectable person in those days would 

do: he welcomes in the 3 strangers, provides them with food and rest so 

they can continue their journey. 

c) But these are no ordinary strangers. They have supernatural knowledge 

of Abraham & Sarah’s childless situation.  

They don’t just receive food from Abraham, they also offer a gift:  

the promise of a child, when they return in a year. 

In other words, these mysterious guests are acting more like hosts, 

and the settled old couple suddenly appear as the needy ones. 

3. In the New Testament, Jesus is portrayed as both host and guest, 
combined all in the same person: 

a) On the one hand, Jesus is often a host … welcoming children & 

prostitutes, lepers and sinners to be with him & providing healing 

b) On the other hand, the Son of God incarnate is often a vulnerable 

stranger, a guest … born in a manger, a refugee down to Egypt, one who 

“came to his own, and his own received him not” as it says in John 1:11 

c) In other words, Jesus welcomes, but he also is in need of welcome.  

Jesus commands that his followers provide hospitality to the poor 

and needy, like in today’s parable of the great banquet …  
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but then he also commands them to depend on the hospitality of 

others, like when he sends them out as missionaries, taking no food 

or luggage with them. 

IV. So as we enter this series, what DO we mean when we talk about hospitality? 
(Sorry Greg, but it’s not about sick TV shows or canine cowboys …) 

A. On a very basic level, the characteristic actions of hospitality seen in 
the Bible are the free provision of food, shelter & protection to persons in 
need 

B. But defining it like that runs the risk of seeing hospitality only as an 
action 

1. Ruthie Saunders & I are leading an elective class this fall, using a book 
by Hesston College Bible professor Michele Hershberger. The book is 
called A Christian View of Hospitality 

2. Last week in class we took note of how Hershberger summarized what 
hospitality is, in simple straightforward language: 

True hospitality is more than having people over for Sunday noon dinner.  It does entail bringing 

people into our homes and food is an important element, but … there is much more to it than 

food or lodging, or even a strong desire to be welcoming. Hospitality is more than an action. It is 

more even than a state of mind. … It is a particular way of looking at the world. 

3. What I found most helpful is this rather basic, almost simplistic 
definition by Michele Hershberger.  She says,  

a) In its simplest form, hospitality is seeing the stranger through the eyes 

of Jesus.  (repeat) 

  (Michele Hershberger, A Christian View of Hospitality: Expecting Surprises, Herald Press, ©1999, p. 31) 

b) Your bulletin says that today we’re focusing on a biblical and 

historical introduction to hospitality.  

With a biblical definition as radical as this, I wanted to do some 

historical review in this sermon to help us understand how we ever 

arrived at our default “warm fuzzies” concept of hospitality 

But that would require a whole other sermon, that we don’t have 

time for 

V. So instead I want to jump to some profound implications that biblical 
hospitality has for us Xians 

A. It means hospitality is more than just a set of practices that we can 
check off a list to see if we measure up 

1. Notice how this definition does not start with our family & friends. It is 
centered on the stranger, the person who has needs, the one who is 
“different”. Why would that be Hershberger’s definition? 

2. In the interest of being biblical, this definition draws directly from the 
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Greek word for hospitality that’s found in the New Testament:  The word 
literally means “love of the stranger” (Hershberger, p. 19-20) 

B. It means looking for Jesus in the eyes of strangers … expecting God to 
have some surprise, some gift for us through our encounters with strangers 

Numerous times I’ve engaged with total strangers who have come to the church seeking food or 

money for gas, rent, or utilities. I sheepishly admit now, that most of the time I have not 

welcomed those opportunities.  I often have to work hard to see Jesus in a stranger who smells 

bad, makes questionable lifestyle choices, and seems to feel entitled to assistance. Yet we try to 

help them in some way. Only once did a guest we helped actually come back and attend church 

here … there is usually no satisfying “success story” that we hear about as an outcome of this 

hospitality. 

 

But I also realize there have been gifts for me in these encounters with needy strangers … times 

when I have become the guest and they are the host  

 For one thing, these times curb my occasional tendency to take for granted the many 

blessings and privileges God has given me, which I haven’t earned. I give thanks for my 

family & my church even more when I hear what some people have to endure.  

 At times I have seen in our guests’ eyes true gratitude: a much deeper gratitude than I see 

from many of us … we who automatically say “thank you” w/out a 2nd thought, even for 

things that we don’t really need. 

 And sometimes a guest has offered to pray for me, or given me a word of spiritual 

encouragement that has humbled and blessed me 

C. Hershberger goes so far as to claim that hospitality is a choice we all 
have … a choice … 

1. To reject suspicion as our first reaction to a stranger 

2. To minister alongside others rather than ministering to them 

3. To let go of some of our own control when we meet strangers, or even 
when we interact with those we’ve known for years 

4. To expect surprises from strangers – good surprises that come from 
God, rather than us being paralyzed by a fear of strangers  (Hershberger, 
p. 31) 

VI. What a tall order this sounds like! 

A. For some of us, it’s already difficult enough to handle the traditional 
hospitality, just with our kin & people we like 

1. But doing this?  It sounds downright scary, stressful & exhausting, 
even in our more adventurous moments 

2. And when we’re tired or depressed? It sounds suicidal! 

3. If that’s how you’re feeling right now, I empathize.  I do not easily do 
these things either. I still more naturally share my “stuff” with people I 
already know or identify with, than with strangers. 

B. So if you find this a little discouraging, let me leave you with 3 glimpses 
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of hope, as we delve deeper these coming weeks into radical hospitality:  

1. 1st, Don’t try this all on your own strength.  

a) This vision, this biblical standard of hospitality is not normal in the 

world, in case you didn’t notice. In fact, I’m not sure it’s humanly possible 

It is modeled after God’s extravagant welcome bestowed upon us, 

especially thru the self-giving example of Jesus Christ 

Therefore it’s only by the Holy Spirit’s inspiration and power that 

we can truly hope to live by this biblical model 

b) You heard Greg describe our 40-day hospitality experiment.  

I challenge you to give this a try, especially the part about praying 

daily for God to give you a hospitality opportunity.  

Then watch & see what God does, & what you will learn 

2. 2nd, Make efforts to observe and learn about hospitality from other 
cultures, especially Christians from other cultures 

a) We who are relatively wealthy & secure in this country have a lot to 

learn from our Xian brothers & sisters in poorer countries.  

When we lived and taught in Egypt with MCC, I remember Janette & I dropped in to visit a tiny, 

poor Xian widow named Warda (her name means Rose).  She worked at our school as a 

custodian, sweeping & cleaning the buildings.  Like most Egyptian friends, she invited us to 

come have tea with her.  Probably to her surprise, we took her up on the offer.  

 

She lived in a tiny almost invisible 1-room apartment in another part of town. The cups for our 

tea probably were not hygienically washed. (I think one of us got sick after visiting Warda’s 

place.) Educated middle-class Egyptians could not understand why we foreigners visited a lowly 

woman like Warda. She could probably barely afford the tea & sugar and cookies she served us.  

 

But she gave it joyfully, thanking US for the honor of serving us 

b) Here in North America, where we zip around in the mobile air-

conditioned bubbles we call cars, and we retreat to the climate-controlled 

castles we call houses, not many of us Xians are excellent role models for 

this kind of sacrificial hospitality 

c) But it doesn’t mean there are no role models among us … so take heart 

3. 3rd glimpse of hope: There are a few such people around, people who 
have quietly demonstrated a hospitality that is more than “warm fuzzies” 

a) I think of Vic & Marie Stoltzfus, here in Goshen. In their retirement, 

they realized that their house was much bigger than they needed, so they 

converted parts of it into 2 apartments. 

One of these provides a great place for the out-of-town family 
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members and friends who often come visit them 

But one of the apartments they reserve for use by people with 

unusual needs who can’t easily find housing, such as ex-offenders 

who are re-entering the community through the re-entry ministries 

of College Mennonite Church 

Vic told me of a time when they housed a Cuban visitor for several 

months. Marie was giving him a tour of the house, showing him all 

the rooms, the refrigerator, the pots and pans that were there for his 

use.  This man was totally blown away, because he expected Marie 

to tell him what he couldn’t use and what was off-limits to him.  

Instead, it was all made available. 

b) I also think of someone from our church who wishes to remain 

anonymous. 

This person happened to be around the church when a homeless 

family was stuck here in their car, needing help. 

While I hung around for a while, trying to drum up ways to get 

their car fixed or to find a place for them to stay for just one night, 

this church member was more biblically hospitable than me.  

(a) This person invested many hours with the family over 

several weeks, helping the man actually fix the car, & 

making phone calls to local support agencies,  

(b) This person helped out the family with considerable 

money for gas, food, car parts & nights at a campground. 

Inspired by this generosity, a few others of us also chipped 

in. 

VII. Conclusion 

A. I hope that these few examples may inspire you to see that, as radical 
and crazy-sounding as biblical hospitality is, it is not something that’s just 
impossible for North American Xians  

B. So to return to the question I started with, is this just for some people 
with special giftedness in the area of hospitality? 

1. I’m thankful that such people truly excel in making the stranger feel at 
home But just because you don’t have that special gift does not mean 
you’re off the hook. 

2. As Christine Pohl, has written, “Hospitality is not optional for Christians, 
nor is it limited to those who are especially gifted for it. It is, instead, a 
necessary practice in the community of faith.” (Pohl, p31) 

C. Our key verse for this series is Romans 15:7 (Welcome one another, 
therefore, just as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God.) 

1. These were Paul’s instructions to everyone in the church in Rome, not 
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just to the specially gifted, or to the pastors or the elders 

2. The welcome God calls us to begins with our brothers & sisters in the 
church, but it also expands to include the stranger, the enemy, the alien or 
the unpleasant person we might encounter, because that person just 
might be Jesus 

3. If we are going to be followers of Jesus Christ and people formed by 
the Bible, then this is our call as well.  

D. May the Spirit of Christ who welcomed us, make it so among us … all 
for the glory of God. 


