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Learning Together Unit 2: Hospitality Part 1 of 1
Listening to the news you would be forgiven for thinking that the world is becoming a more dangerous place.  People feel vulnerable in their own homes and on guard in the presence of strangers.  Safe places and safe people are valued.  As those who nurture a spiritual heart, we can offer the world a place of safety and healing.  We can become the physical demonstration of God’s welcoming heart for the world.  We do this by practicing the principles of hospitality.
Entomology:
In Latin we start with word hostis, which means stranger, enemy.  From that we get hospitem, Latin for guest or host.  From these roots English gets hospital, host, hostel, hotel, hospitality.

Hospitals were originally hospices for the reception of pilgrims (those travelling to shrines or the Holy Land).  The term later applied to charitable institutions for the aged and infirm, and later still to charitable institutions for the education of children before gaining its current meaning.
Hospitallers were those whose duty it was to provide hospitum (attention to the comfort and desires of pilgrims).
Definitions:

1. Hospitality:  The friendly and generous reception and entertainment of guests, visitors or strangers.  (Webster dictionary.com)

2. Christine Pohl, the author of Making Room: Recovering Hospitality as a Christian Tradition offers this brief but helpful definition: “Hospitality means extending to strangers a quality of kindness usually reserved for friends and family.” “Most literally, she goes on to say, it requires us to make room within ourselves for the other.”
3. Henri Nouwen, in his book, Reaching Out: the three movements of the Spiritual Life, observes that for most of us hospitality conjures up images of “tea parties, bland conversation, and a general atmosphere of coziness.”  In the chapters on Hostility to Hospitality he offers the following as a definition of Hospitality, “primarily the creation of free space where the stranger can enter and become a friend instead of an enemy. Hospitality is not to change people, but to offer them space where change can take place. It is not to bring men and women over to our side, but to offer freedom not disturbed by dividing lines.” 

4. Adele Ahlberg Calhoun author of Spiritual Disciplines Handbook: Practices That Transform Us offers the definition that “Hospitality creates a safe, open space where a friend or stranger can enter and experience the welcoming spirit of Christ in another.”

5. Parker Palmer, the author of, To know as we are Known, presents the following as an understanding of this topic.  “Hospitality is a way of receiving each other, our struggles, our newborn ideas with openness and care.  It means creating an ethos in which the community of truth can form.”

6. Rev. Erika Dekker on her blog site says, “…hospitality is a way of living that models God’s love and welcome of us….true hospitality tries to see others with God’s eyes”
Who is the stranger?
Strangers, in the strict sense, are those who are disconnected from basic relationships that give persons a secure place in the world.  The most vulnerable strangers are detached from family, community, church and work.  This condition is most clearly seen in the mentally ill, in the homeless or in refugees.
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When we offer hospitality to strangers, we welcome them into a place to which we are somehow connected – a space that has meaning and value to us.  This is often our home, but also includes church, community, nation and a variety of other institutions.  In hospitality, that stranger is welcomed into a safe, personal and comfortable place, a place of respect and acceptance and friendship.  Even if only briefly, the stranger is included in a life-giving and life-sustaining network of relationships.

Such welcome involves attentive listening and a mutual sharing of lives and life stories.  Hospitality requires an openness of heart, a willingness to make one’s life visible to others, and a generosity of time and resources.

Global Concepts of Hospitality

In many societies hospitality to strangers was and is a time honored and highly valued moral practice, an important expression of kindness, mutual aid, neighborliness and often results as a response to a life of faith.

In Ancient Greece, hospitality was a right, with the host being expected to make sure the total needs of his guests were met.  The ancient Greek term, xenia or Theo xenia when a god was involved, expressed this ritualized guest-friendship relationship.  In Greek society a persons’ ability to abide by the laws of hospitality determined nobility and social standing.  

In India and Nepal hospitality is based on the principle of Atithi Devo Bhava, meaning ‘the guest of God’.  This principle is shown in a number of sultural stories where a guest is revealed to be a god who rewards the provider of hospitality.  From this stems the Indian and Nepalese practice of graciousness towards guests at home and in all social situations.
Celtic societies also valued the concept of hospitality, especially in terms of protection.  A host who granted a persons’ request for refuge was not only to provide food and shelter for the guest, but to make sure they did not come to harm while under the hosts care.

Judaism practices hospitality to strangers and guests based largely on the Jewish nation being cared for by God when the nation was enslaved in Egypt and led from that place under the leadership of Moses, and on the examples of Abraham and Lot (Genesis 18:1 – 8).  In Hebrew the practice is called hachnasat orchim or ‘welcoming guests’.  Besides other expectations, hosts are to provide nourishment, comfort and entertainment of their guests and at the end of the visit, hosts customarily escort guests out of their home, wishing them a safe journey. Salt, which sealed covenants (Leviticus 2:13; Numbers 18:19; 2 Chronicles13:5) became a recognized symbol of hospitality.  The Middle Eastern expression, “There is salt between us”, reflects the idea that to eat another mans’ salt created a sacred bond between host and guest. In the ancient near East hospitality took the form of receiving all people and changing them from strangers to guests.
How does Hospitality fit into a Biblical World View?

In the Old Testament context:
Though we do not encounter the word hospitality in the Old Testament, the concept runs throughout.    
The references below are but a few of the many examples.
In Genesis 18 the behavior of Abraham was not at all odd in the context of their society.  It was unthinkable to allow a stranger to pass by without hospitality being offered as the practice was tied to the idea of covenants with God.  
In Exodus 2:16-21 the daughters of Jethro, a priest in Midian, tell their Father that Moses aided them and his reply is, “Where is he?  Why did you leave him?  Invite him to have something to eat?”  It is unlikely that we will need to be as hospitable as Jethro who also gave a daughter to Moses as a wife, but this was not considered as extreme in the context of these days.
In Leviticus 19:33 – 34 we have recorded how the non-Jewish population living among the nation were to be treated.  “When a foreigner lives with you in your land, do not mistreat him.  The foreigner living with you must be treated as one of your native born.  Love him as yourself for you were foreigners in Egypt.  I am the Lord your God.”  See also Exodus22:21
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In 2 Kings 4:8 – 10  the Shunammite woman urges Elisha to stay for a meal and then recognizing that he is prophet of God, builds him his own room  and her hospitality is repaid in a way she could not foresee (v16).
Job in defense of the nobleness of his character declares in Job 31:32, “No stranger has had to spend the night in the street for my door was always open to the traveler.”
In the New Testament context:
The Greek word philoxemia which is translated as hospitality in the New Testament most literally means a love of strangers.  Hence in the New Testament the essence of hospitality as practiced in the Old Testament is retained.  In Matthew 10:9-12 as Jesus sends out his disciples he told them not to take provisions as he expects that will find shelter and substance with worthy people in each town they visit.
Jesus tells a parable that shows us the depth of hospitality to strangers in Matthew 25:31 – 46 when he says that those who offer food to the hungry, drink to the thirsty, invitation to the stranger, clothes to those in need, care to the sick and visits to prisoners are blessed because, ‘whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers (and sisters) of mine you did for me.’ (v40)
The distinctiveness of the early Church:
With the expansion of the early church into regions beyond the borders of Israel and inclusion of cultures beyond Judaism, a distinctively Christian understanding of hospitality developed in the early centuries of the church.  Partly in continuity with the Hebrew understanding of hospitality and partly in contrast with the Hellenistic practices which associated it with gain and advancement.
In the 4th century Jerome (an Apologist) wrote to leaders of the churches “let poor men and strangers be acquainted with your modest table, and with them Christ shall be your guest.”  He warned Christian leaders who might be tempted to entertain the powerful with grand hospitality, even in the effort to gain benefits for the poor, to remember that they were savants of a crucified Lord, one who had lived in poverty and on the bread of strangers.  It would be better, he insisted, to depend directly on Christ for provision than to compromise holiness with ambitious entertainment. Rather than entertaining persons who had something to offer, and thereby gaining advantage from their hospitality, Christians were deliberately to welcome those who seemingly brought little to the encounter. For example contrast James 2:1-4 with Luke 14:12-14.
What can we do?  
When you open your heart or your home to a stranger there is no telling what God may bring to it. Think of little actions you can weave into your day that will make people feel that you care.  Be on the lookout for people who seem overwhelmed, overlooked, left out. Remember that small gestures are often the most welcome.  Offer kindness and live by the rule ‘to do to others as you would have them do to you’ and ‘to love your neighbor as you love yourself.’ 

Hospitality enhances tolerance
Hospitality can reduce a tendency to be critical of and unaccommodating of others.

Hospitality encourages trust.

Hospitality opens our hearts and minds to welcome new ideas and people.

For reflection:

1. Which definition did you find enlightening, helpful, challenging?
2. What opens you up to being hospitable?

3. What do you find most difficult in being hospitable?

4. What, if anything, in this material informs your practice of hospitality or helps you make connections to the practices of our community?
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