Welcoming the Stranger
1.  Hospitality:  Welcoming the Stranger among us

The diet the Press often dishes up encourages us to be fearful of strangers.  Sadly this fear has caused us to give in to a selfish spirit of self-protection and self-preservation.  Xenophobia literally means ‘fear of strangers’.

Our Biblical story includes many accounts that should encourage us to see things differently.  Rather than burdening or threatening us, most strangers come to teach us the deeper lessons of life.  Unfortunately, we can act as if hospitality is another word for taking care of our own.  On that basis, if I invite you to my home, then you will probably invite me back.

The Old Testament stories are foundational to the tradition of hospitality.  For example, the judges of the court were to deal impartially between the stranger and the resident Israelite (Deut 1.16-17, 24.17).  God asked the Israelites to remember what it was like when they were strangers.  All through their earlier pilgrim years, in the wilderness, they knew what it was to be vulnerable and a people without a land.

Before this, in Genesis 18, we read that Abraham had an encounter with the Lord.  In this encounter he received a confirmation of God’s promise to him.  But he could have easily missed it.  He was sat at his tent doorway, he saw three men passing by.  He ran out to them and insisted that they come in out of the heat of the day, “Sirs, please do not pass by my home without stopping; I am here to serve you.”  Abraham then realised he had stood before God.

In Luke 15 we read the Parable of the Good Samaritan, as it is commonly called.  The moral of this tale is not to go out and be kind to people.  Rather, it redefines who is our neighbour.  It is not my friend, the person who is like me – nor my buddy.  It is the stranger we meet when we are about our every day lives, even if it is our enemy.  The Samaritan felt the distress of the injured man, and opened his life to him.

The account of the two disciples on the road to Emmaus following the death of Jesus is another example of hospitality (Luke 24.13-31).  Having chatted with this stranger on their journey, they then insisted that he spend the night with them.  It was not then until the stranger broke the bread that they realised it was Jesus.

In Matthew 25.35 Jesus identifies himself with the stranger when he says, “I was a stranger and you invited me in.”  He tells us that the King will view our relationship to him through the lens of how we treated such people.  To put it more bluntly, on Judgment Day, God will ask us how we treated and welcomed the stranger, this is how God will hold us accountable.  Our response to strangers demonstrates our love for them and is a sign of our faithfulness to God.

Then finally in Hebrews 13 we read, “Let mutual love continue. 2Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some have entertained angels without knowing it.”

You may have been searching for a greater encounter with God in your life.  It may be that you have missed some opportunities already when strangers have come and gone in your life.  But don’t worry, there are many other opportunities coming your way.  Keep your eyes open for the next stranger and open your life to them.

2.  Hospitality:  Questions for Discussion

Why not try using some of these at your homegroup, or just when you meet up with other folk:

1. When have you experienced the presence of God in a stranger like Abraham did?  What would keep you from encountering God in the stranger? Are there obstacles in your life that might hinder you from seeing Jesus in the stranger? 
2. Why do you think we are sometimes fearful of strangers, or ambivalent towards them? 
3. What do you say when strangers are being stereotyped or mistreated? What causes you to keep silent when you have the chance to speak up? 

4.  Where else apart from church do you encounter strangers?
5. How would you welcome a stranger's hospitality?  What feelings might you have that would make you feel uncomfortable in receiving the hospitality of a stranger? 
6. What are the risks in welcoming strangers? 
7. Is there anything in your attitude to strangers that you think you need to change?  How will this affect what you do? 

3.  One newcomer’s view of the joining a church . . 

“It was difficult to connect with the church.
It was as if I had to do all the connecting,
make myself known, learn how it worked.
Once I had done this
then people began to connect with me.”

 . . from a presentation by Canon Robert Warren.

4.  Bringing and Bonding – and how we connect with each other

Sociologists identify many patterns in society.  One interesting example is they see there are two broad ways we relate to each other in society.  One is ‘bonding’, and the other is ‘bridging’1.

‘Bonding’ is all about making connections with people who are broadly similar to us in social status, outlook and interests.  This is important to help us feel that we belong somewhere, and it gives us security.

‘Bridging’, they say, is all about making links with people who are quite different to us - strangers we may say.  Those who ‘bridge’ will relate to people of a different race or social class; they associate with those who hold different opinions and values.  These are the people who are the ‘glue’ that makes society work and hold together.

Sadly, sociologists observe that we generally now spend less time ‘bridging’ than we used to 20 years ago, and more time ‘bonding’.  That is, we give more attention to those who are like us and less time to those who are different to us than we used to.  This trend is affecting our communities, including our churches.  The gospel of Jesus gives us a way to live that can help change this.

(1see ‘Bowling Alone’ by Robert Putnam, 2000)

