Sermon 2nd January 2011

Evidence of Kingdom Life: Christian Hospitality Part one
C.E. Murphy, a writer of fantasy novels and short stories said this about hospitality

"In Ireland, you go to someone's house, and she asks you if you want a cup of tea. You say no, thank you, you're really just fine. She asks if you're sure. You say of course you're sure, really, you don't need a thing. Except they pronounce it ting. You don't need a ting. Well, she says then, I was going to get myself some anyway, so it would be no trouble. Ah, you say, well, if you were going to get yourself some, I wouldn't mind a spot of tea, at that, so long as it's no trouble and I can give you a hand in the kitchen. Then you go through the whole thing all over again until you both end up in the kitchen drinking tea and chatting.
Drinking tea and chatting
All wonderful

But is that all ‘Hospitality’ is?

One dictionary defined ‘Hospitality as the relationship between guest and host, or the act or practice of being hospitable. Specifically, this includes the reception and entertainment of guests, visitors, or strangers, resorts, membership clubs, conventions, attractions, special events, and other services for travelers and tourists.

Looking at our text today Jesus tells his disciples 

That hospitality is far more that giving a cup of tea to someone 
Or entertaining a guest 

The giving water to the thirsty

Food for the hungry

Shelter to the stranger

Comfort to the sick

And time for the prisoners

Prove we live a Kingdom life

The scene of the judgement of the sheep and goats 
brings the parables of

The homeowner and the thief (24:42-44)

The two kinds of servants (24:45-51)

The Ten Virgins (25:1-13)

And the Talents (25:14-30)

And the discourse 
to a dramatic conclusion 
with the pronouncement that we will all be accountable for what we do in this life while awaiting the return of the King.

The powerful twist to the scene is that our service to Jesus is demonstrated best by how we serve the least of Jesus’ brothers

(Brother’s signifying all those who follow Christ)

However, although there is primary responsibility for caring for those of the household of faith

We are also to care for all of God’s creatures
Illustration: How many of you can remember the story of the students caring for residents in Christchurch after the earthquake?
Following the Christchurch earthquake local university students have harnessed the power of Facebook to raise a 1600 strong army of helpers to assist the community with the massive clean-up. 

Canterbury University students Sam Johnson, Bob Shearing, Jonathan David Darby and Gina Scandrett have put together a Facebook page called ‘Student Volunteer base for Earthquake clean up’ are harnessing the power of the internet and changing some people’s perceptions of young people. 

Project Co-creator Sam Johnson said “We have a spare week to do some good for the community. It’s the perfect opportunity to come out and do something decent.” Students have been on mid-semester break, but the earthquake has extended that another week. 

The student volunteers plan is simple “Basically what needs to be done is door-knocking in teams and offering to help clear properties. Wheelbarrows, shovels, gumboots, yard brooms … hunt them out!”

This type of action reflected the type of hospitality that Jesus was talking about

But I suggest that Jesus goes even further
For God’s people this hospitality is not just a one off action but a way of life
It is infused in the way we treat each other within the community of faith
And the way we care for, help, love, and challenge those outside the community of faith

This can be a scary thing

It requires us to become vulnerable!! 
Which, I believe is extremely hard, especially when we find ourselves living in a world that is increasing characterised by fear and suspicion.
Living in a world that is increasing characterised by fear and suspicion

What is the Church called to be?

Paul Wadell shares a story that I think reflects the hospitable lives Jesus wants us to embody and which gives the answer to the question I have posed

“I recently saw an icon that gave a poignant and eloquent answer to this question.  It was in an abbey in Austria.  In the background of the picture was a small town or community.  People could be seen walking the streets of the town as they attended to the tasks of the day.  In the foreground was a large table.  Seated around the table were people sharing a meal.  Everyone in the icon looked quite ordinary except for one thing – a glow or halo encircled the head of each person.  The icon was entitled “Xenophilia,” love and friendship for strangers.
This title invited me to look at the icon differently, for it suggested that not everyone walking those streets or sitting at that table was a citizen of the town.  Some were strangers and outsiders, immigrants from elsewhere.  But they were able to enter the town because there were no walls surrounding it, nothing suggested that some were welcome but others were not.  Anyone could feel at home in this town because everyone was welcomed as friend.

Instead of “xenophobia,” the fear of the stranger that increasingly grips our society, this little town embodied the befriending hospitality of God.

Everyone who walked its streets glowed with holiness because they truly had learned to love whatever neighbours came their way, especially those neighbours it is easy to fear and therefore, exclude.

Everyone in the painting radiated the goodness of God because whether they were host or guest, citizen or stranger, love was being given and received.  It was a holy exchange that characterises all true hospitality.

The picture is painted for us

But I suggest there are a number of things we will need to overcome before faith communities live Christ like ‘hospitality’.

How do we convert hostility to hospitality, exclusion to embrace?
How do we create Christian congregations and communities that do no mimic and mirror the 

Discords, 

Divisions and 

Discriminations of our societies, 

but work to overcome them by witnessing something more hopeful and promising, something truly of God?

How do we forge bonds of friendship with the very persons we are trained to view suspiciously?
Embrace Hospitality in a Culture of Fear
There may be no better and more urgent way today for Christians to follow Jesus’ command to love our neighbour that to become communities skilled in the risky hospitality of God.

In his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus called his followers to be “the salt of the earth” and “the light of the world”.  He envisioned his disciples forming communities of faith whose very way of life stood to hopeful contrast to the often deep darkness of the world.

Today that darkness commonly takes the form of distrust and suspicion, of fear and anxiety.

In a world of terrorism, road rage, child abuse, and pervasive anger and discontent, it is no wonder that concern for safety and security frequently triumphs over hospitality to the stranger!
It is no wonder that we are encouraged to build walls around our homes, our schools, our communities and even around our hearts.
Fear

Fear constricts our world
Fear teaches us to pull back, to become wary and disengaged

And fear, fuelled by anxiety, teaches us to attend to our own needs before ever considering the needs of others.

In a culture of fear, the open hand of hospitality easily becomes the clenched fist of hostility.

Fear councils that we cannot afford to think of our neighbours without first having secured all the wealth and possessions needed for ourselves.

The constant refrain of a culture of fear is that we cannot risk openness, we cannot risk vulnerability, and we cannot risk generosity and sharing because the resources of this world are scarce and each person must look out for his or her self.

Anxiety’s central message is that we cannot afford to share because we never have enough.  Put more strongly, in a culture marked by anxiety and fear, the very things we have traditionally called sins or vices 
(hoarding, greed, suspicion) 

become wise and prudent virtues

Fear rather than love governs our lives.

Yet, that fear is a kind of idolatry 

Because it suggests we are giving more attention to our own security that we are giving to God.

Scott Bader-Saye warns, “The ethic of security produces a skewed moral vision.  It suggests that suspicion, pre-emption, and accumulation are virtues insofar as they help us feel safe.  But when seen from a Christian perspective, such ‘virtues’, fail to be true virtues, since they do not orient us to the true good – love of God and neighbour. In fact, they turn us away, from the true good, tempting us to love safety more than we love God.”

The primary aim of the Christian life is not to feel safe, but to be faithful!!

If hospitality to the poor and the needy, the homeless and the troubled and the stranger, distinguished the early Christian communities from their surrounding societies and became a characteristic of authentic discipleship, then perhaps that is the calling for our Community of faith.
The “human way out” of the despair of our age is through hospitality because a person well practiced in Christian Hospitality chooses 

Love over fear


Trust over suspicion



And even risk over security

In the reign of God, all are welcome and all are embraced.  There is no fear in the Kingdom of God because there are no strangers there!!
Hospitality is the vocation of every Christian because it is through hospitality that we offer the most compelling witness of who God is, who we are called to be, and what the world through God’s grace can become.

Turning back to our reading today we are reminded that we will all be accountable for what we do in this life while awaiting the return of the King. 

What pleases Jesus is the way we serve and provide Hospitality 

Not just a cup of tea hospitality 

But a hospitality reflecting the life of Jesus 

Who ate with the sinner and who sat with the stranger

A hospitality that is not ruled by fear but is guided by love, trust and risk

Today I leave you a question to ponder until next week, ‘How may we, as God’s people, here in Wellington, faithfully show God’s Hospitality in 2011 without fear and anxiety?’
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