Evidence of Kingdom Life: Christian Hospitality (Part two)
Last week we were reminded that we will all be accountable for what we do in this life while awaiting the return of the King. 

We were told that 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

I also left you with a question to ponder over, which was ‘How may we, as God’s people, here in Wellington, faithfully show God’s Hospitality in 2011 without fear and anxiety?’

I told you I wouldn’t ask you to provide any answers
But instead we will explore this question together today.

How may we, as God’s people, faithfully show God’s hospitality?

We are going to look some ways this morning
Encountering God’s Hospitality in Worship

C. S. Lewis once said, "We only learn to behave ourselves in the presence of God."

How true! 
Yet, I would go onto say that we also learn how to become living instruments of the hospitality of God through worship.
To do this, however, we need to understand and enact worship in the right way!

Too often today Christians forget that the focus of worship should be God, not ourselves.  We deform and diminish worship when we think the primary aim of worship is to 

uplift us

To entertain us, 

or to meet our needs 

and make us feel good about ourselves  

Such worship is a fraud, an affront to God, because it turns worship away from praising and glorifying God to consoling and affirming ourselves.
When this happens, worship is little more than an act of communal self-deception!

Illustration: It likes buying an ice cream for a child and instead of giving it to the child we eat it in front of them.  The ice cream was for the child, it was about the child, not first and foremost about us and our needs.  
Real worship is different!
In a memorable sentence Robert Webber (founder of the Institute for Worship Studies) and Rodney Clapp (who was an associate editor for Christianity Today) wrote, “The Eucharist [Communion], like God, is good – but not safe.” 

Worship should never be safe because genuine worship teaches us in the upside-down ways of God.

At worship we hear the story of a God 
who is passionate about Justice to the poor, 
vigilant in concern for widows, orphans, and refugees, 
and jealously protective of the vulnerable of the world

We hear the story of God in order to become part of the story of God

Worship is partly a ritual of remembering; 
However, we remember the great deeds of God – God’s justice, mercy, compassion, forgiveness, and endless generosity – in order to re-enact them in our lives today.
If at worship we hear stories of Jesus forgiving sinners, 

showing justice to the poor


the shunned



and the forgotten,

then we who have been baptised in his name are to witness those same Gospel virtues in our lives.
Nothing teaches us more about divine hospitality, God’s hospitality more than Christian worship and Communion.

Paul Wadell, Professor of Religious Studies, says this about Communion and worship:
“The Eucharist is the preeminent sacrament of hospitality because at the Eucharist God is host who gathers us in order to feed us.  Worship is the hospitality of God because at worship God welcomes us into the divine life, nurtures us, forgives us, and blesses us.  Too at the Eucharist we rehearse stories of God’s hospitality as we hear again of God rescuing the Israelites when they were strangers and aliens in a foreign land, feeding them with manna in the desert when they were famished, and constantly watching over them.

We see God’s hospitality enacted when Jesus not only feeds the multitudes, but also calls despised tax collectors to follow him, sits down at table with people known to be sinners, and is lavish with forgiveness.

Christian worship is centred around a meal, but it connects us to all the biblical scenes of feeding, welcoming, sheltering, and caring – scenes that vividly reveal who God is and who we are called to be.”
The parable that we have heard today involved hospitality. Most of us know this story, 

the story of a man who had been mugged and left for dead in a back alley 
ignored by two men who should have known better

but is then rescued by one compassionate enough to allow the needs of another to rearrange his life.

Nothing stopped the Good Samaritan from caring for the man, 

He paid no heed to how his actions could have changed his life, 

instead he offers loving hospitality to a fellow human being
In contrast, there is a puzzling and troubling story of the rich man whose extravagant lifestyle has so blinded him that he does not even acknowledge the starving man, Lazarus, who sits outside his door.

Jesus makes it clear that it was the rich man’s lack of hospitality that placed him outside the life of God.  Thus, hospitality, is not only a definitive quality of Christian discipleship, but is also the love that makes us most like God.  By contrast, to lack hospitality, to show little or no regard for the needs of others, is to live an ungodly life.
Worship should help us become hospitable persons and hospitable congregations by reminding us that everything we have, including our lives, is a gift.  Each of us lives in and from the hospitality of God; we live only because God never stops sharing life with us.
Risking a Dangerous Love

Hudson Taylor, the great man of faith who founded the China Inland Mission, integrated faith and risk. He said, "Unless there is an element of risk in our exploits for God, there is no need for faith." 

When climbing a tree, I decided to go at high as possible.  It was a risky move and as I proceeded steadily upwards I wondered why I had decided on such a course of action.  The view, it was all for the view, that was why!

‘The branches are strong; they will hold me’ I thought, ‘as long as I keep holding onto them!’ 
Finally, I made it to the top, and the view was magnificent

The climb was risky but I had faith the branches were strong enough to hold me
It is the same for ‘Hospitality’

Showing God’s hospitality is risky and dangerous, but we do have a stronger foundation than a few branches to hold onto to.

How do we grow this type of hospitality in our congregation at St John’s?
By becoming persons formed in charity.

This may sound like a rather limp recommendation because we typically equate charity with people who are thoughtful, nice, tolerant, and kind

Things do go better in the world when people are thoughtful, nice, tolerant and kind 
but 
none of these admirable qualities sufficiently describes charity

In Christian theology charity, or love (agapē), means an unlimited loving-kindness toward all others
Thomas Aquinas famously defined charity as a life of friendship and fellowship with God 

through which these “friends of God” model their lives on the incomparably expansive love of God.
Therefore, if to love someone is to make a place for her or him in our lives, then God is the exemplary lover because God makes a place for all of us in the divine life.

That is the world of charity and it is what the ‘friends of God’ strive to do.  Animated by charity, they work to show to others the same befriending love that God shows to us.

Any love modelled on the divine love cannot be cautious, narrow and safe

It must be willing to make room for the other, especially those others who come to us hungry, forsaken, homeless, or alone.  Any love modelled on the divine love must continually expand (and never shrink) the horizons of our love.
The antithesis of charity is “safe neighbour love,” a love that is calculating, selective and restricted to all those we prefer to love because it does not ask much of us, least of all that we make space in our lives for those sons and daughters of God who might need our attention, our resources, and our time.

Safe neighbour love sets up barriers and boundaries that God’s love works to tear down.

Safe neighbour love is a temptation for all of us, but it sabotages the fearless and expansive love of God that inspires true Christian hospitality.

And perhaps most importantly, safe neighbour love is at odds with the love we see in God, a love so bold and adventuresome that it entered the world and became one of us in Christ!
Conclusion  

So in answer to the question ‘How may we, as God’s people, faithfully show God’s hospitality?’

1. By constantly learning and remembering in our worship and in the sacrament of Communion how God is Hospitable.  As God’s people we are to do likewise.
2. By remembering that everything we have, including our lives is a gift.  Each of us lives in and from the hospitality of God; we live only because God never stops sharing life with us.

3. By becoming persons formed in charity. This means we will be willing to make room for the other, especially those others who come to us hungry, forsaken, homeless, or alone.  
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