The Eighth Sunday after Pentecost
July 18, 2010 

Text:  Genesis 18:1-8
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

Imagine a hot day.  [Now that shouldn’t be too hard, should it!?!]  Abraham was seated outside of his tent – it was way too hot to be inside – and he noticed three strangers approaching.

Now it was hot, remember?  But in spite of the heat Abraham scurries around quickly to make these strangers feel welcome.  For example, our text says, “he ran from the entrance of his tent to meet them.”

Realize now that these are strangers; Abraham has never met them before.  “Let me bring you some water, to wash your dusty feet….and a morsel of bread so you can be refreshed.”

“A morsel of bread,” Abraham says!  Do you know what he tells Sarah when he speeds back to the tent?  “Quick, Sarah!  Take three seahs of flour and make some bread.”  Folks, three seahs of flour amounts to 64 cups!  I’ve been a bread-baker for over 35 years now; if Sarah used my recipe, she’s end up with thirty loaves of bread!

“A morsel of bread,” Abraham says!  Then he runs to his herd.  [Remember again, it’s a hot day:  why is Abraham working up a sweat to serve these complete strangers?]  He selects his finest young calf, has it butchered and prepared for his unknown guests, and serves it to them along with the bread, a glass of milk, and a side dish of yogurt.

Now that’s hospitality!  Do you know where I used to experience hospitality?  At that hardware store that used to be in the Seven Hills Shopping Center!  They must have had one heck of a training program for their employees!  Always a friendly greeting:  “Can I help you find something?”  That’s especially helpful for me in a hardware store:  oftentimes I don’t even know the name of whatever it is that I am looking for!

But let’s be honest.  That kind of hospitality has a vested interest.  The hardware store folks – no longer in business now, I am sorry to say – but they were nice to me because they wanted me to come back the following week and spend more of my money there.

And let’s be honest about Bedouin hospitality as well, the desert hospitality illustrated by our First Reading today.  There’s a certain amount of vested interest in that hospitality, too.  You see, in the desert, every stranger was a potential enemy.  But the way you dealt with that possibility was to be as hospitable as you could – the way Abraham was:

Can I get you anything else, Your Excellency?  Some more veal, more yogurt perhaps!  I’ll have my wife bake you some more bread? The hospitality was dispensed not so much out of generosity as it was out of fear and the need for protection.  If I am extremely kind to this stranger, then he won’t kill me.

And maybe there is some of that “vested interest”
hospitality in the background of our First Reading.  But years later, when Israel became a nation, the art of hospitality took on a theological significance.  Kindness to strangers, hospitality to those different from you – that was no longer practiced out of fear, but there was a new religious motivation for it.

Deuteronomy 10:18:  The Lord your God executes justice for the fatherless and the widow, and loves the stranger, giving him food and clothing.  Therefore, you should love the stranger.

Exodus 23:9:  You shall not oppress a stranger; you know the heart of a stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.

For Israel, there were these two religious reasons to be hospitable:

· Because Yahweh loves the stranger; 

· And because, Israel, you should know what it means to be a stranger, and how difficult it is.

Question:  have you ever practiced that type of hospitality – hospitality to a complete stranger without a vested interest?  Back when we lived in Rochester, Minnesota – home of the Mayo Clinic – several times I would receive a call – maybe from a distant cousin, somebody I hadn’t seen in years – and this cousin says that a friend of his coming for a clinic appointment and needs a place to stay.  Now…that’s still a vested interest, I think – you know, that connection to my cousin.  
But have you ever been a host to a complete stranger, with nothing at all in it for you?  Oftentimes we’re reluctant to practice that kind of hospitality.  Today we tend to see the stranger – not as an opportunity to show hospitality – but we see him as an intruder into our lives.  We fear strangers.  There’s even a word for it:  xenophobia.  And the sad things is, not even our fear of the stranger can motivate us to be hospitable, the way the desert nomads were.

Let me read a brief excerpt from a hand-written autobiography of my wife’s great-grandmother.  She was married to the Reverend C.O. Sahlstrom, one of the founding fathers of the Swedish Mission Covenant Church back in the 19th century.  This is one of the stories she told:

One time when my husband came home from a revival meeting, he had a young woman with him for dinner.  She didn’t look like one of our friends.  She had a shy, secretive look about her which told about a bad life.  When Sahlstrom, according to his habit, went along the pews and asked if anyone would like to be saved, he came to this woman.

In answer to Sahlstrom’s question, if she would like to be converted, she answered that she lived in a place where she couldn’t be God’s child.  But she seemed to be tired of the life of sin.  Then Sahlstrom invited her home.  After a lot of hesitation, she decided to come.

She stayed all day and overnight.  She opened up her heart to me and told how she had been lured into a bad house, when she first came to America.  One could see that she had once had a beautiful face, but now was scarred by sin.  We talked to her so she wouldn’t go back to the place she came from, but since she had no family or friends we kept her for three years.

Jesus was a stranger.  Do you realize that?  Everywhere he went, he was always the stranger.  Always the guest, never the host.  Even the Last Supper was held in a rented upper room.

When Jesus traveled to a city, he stayed with whomever invited him:  he stayed with tax collectors, Romans, Pharisees, sinners, centurions, Saducees – Zacchaeus, Nicodemus.  Never the host, always the stranger.

And never was he more the stranger than at his death on the cross – forsaken and rejected by all, even by God Himself.  Even after the Resurrection, he’s still a stranger.  Mary doesn’t recognize him in the garden; the two men on the way to Emmaus have no idea it’s the Risen Lord they’re walking with; his own disciples don’t recognize him at first in the upper room.  Jesus is the stranger.

Well, he really told us that himself, didn’t he?  I am the hungry one, Jesus says, I am the thirsty one; I am the stranger; I am the one who is sick; I am the prisoner.  Truly, I say to you, as you are hospitable to one of the least of these my brothers and sisters, you are hospitable to me.
You and I have made a mistake.  We think of hospitality as one of the social graces.  Like when you invite your boss and her husband over for dinner; and you make sure you have the gin, the tonic water, the fresh limes; you want the meat to be tender and the conversation to be lively.  But that’s not hospitality in the Christian sense.

Real Christian hospitality is a radical exercise of faith because it is the welcoming of one who is different from us.  It is the acceptance of the stranger, the always possible enemy.  It is C. O. Sahlstrom back in 1889, bringing home a whore and she ends up staying for three years.  It is the acceptance of Jesus Christ himself.

Now don’t tell me, that’s fine for Ancient Near Eastern Bedouin hospitality 3,000 years ago, but not today; or that’s fine for Eastern Mediterranean hospitality 2,000 years ago, but not today; or that it’s even fine for American revivalistic hospitality 100 years ago, but not today.  I think that’s one of the problems of our modern society:  we are no longer hospitable to the stranger, to the one who is different from us.

In August, we here at Lord of the Hills Church will be floating the possibility of us sponsoring a refugee family through Lutheran Family Services.  Although there is much controversy in our country right now about illegal immigration, there should be no controversy about this.  This would be a legal refugee family, most likely because of the political circumstances in their home country.  Is there the possibility that we can be hospitable hosts to the stranger?

Funny thing about that Christ the Stranger.  We briefly mentioned his Last Supper.  Somebody loaned them the use of a room where they all could eat.  Somebody else must have given them the bread and the wine that they ate and drank.  A fitting last meal for this stranger, who, for his entire ministry, bummed off of others.

But oddly enough, at this Last Meal, the Stranger became the Host, and he provided his very own Body, his very own Blood, for the strengthening of his followers.  And now Christ the Stranger invites you to bum off of him.
