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Hospitality and Community
Part 1: Hospitality in Scripture



From the Constitution of the Rivendell Community:

“The Community’s work includes hospitality, both physical and spiritual, for those whom God gives us to love and care for, as well as the constant offering of prayer and worship on behalf of the Church and the world.” (1.2)


The work of this Community, shared by each Chapter and every Companion, is prayer and hospitality.  Our Rule is structured around the dual commandments of loving God and loving our neighbor, and we might say that just as prayer is a practical medium of our loving relationship with God, hospitality is a practice of loving relationship with our neighbors.

As we have seen, however, while all of us share some forms of prayer in common (such as the Daily Office), there is considerable variety in how individual Companions experience and practice prayer.  The same is true of hospitality:  while all of us are expected to practice hospitality, each of us will do this in particular ways, depending on our life circumstances, opportunities, temperament and vocation.  In previous units, we have considered a few of the many aspects of prayer.  In this unit, we will explore some facets of hospitality, and how they may be expressed and deepened in our lives.  We will also look briefly at how certain aspects of community life are related.

+ + +

It would be difficult to overstate the importance and significance of hospitality in the Scriptures.  Living in a “hospitality-challenged” culture, where the word itself often means little more than having people over for an occasional dinner party, or friendly employees at a hotel registration desk (or even a room where convention-goers can obtain snacks and drinks!) we easily miss the flavor, the force, and even the point of many biblical stories involving hospitality.  Hospitality is a virtually universal value in the world’s religions and in traditional cultures; and in the desert regions where lived our forebears in faith, hospitality could be literally a matter of life and death.  The host/guest relationship was sacred; and eating and drinking together established an enduring covenantal bond.

Even a cursory glance at the biblical story yields numerous pictures of hospitality which will repay study, meditation and prayer.  The account of the Lord’s visit to Abraham and Sarah by the terebinths of Mamre (Genesis 18:1-15) provides a vivid (and exemplary) picture of desert hospitality; while the chapter that follows graphically contrasts the shocking inhospitality of the men of Sodom.  This, incidentally, is a good example of how our different cultural assumptions can get in the way of understanding.  This narrative sequence—like that of the equally horrendous one in Judges 19ff—seems crafted to display the contrast of hospitality and inhospitality, with the devastating outcome of the latter.  In the Bible, the “sin of Sodom” is usually taken to be inhospitality (e.g., Luke 10:12), or greed, not “sodomy”; Jude 7 is a late exception.  The moving story of Elijah and the widow of Zarephath (1 Kings 17:8-24) illustrates the woman’s generous hospitality, even with her last food, and its strange reward.  The prophet Elisha thwarts an Aramean attack by feasting the incapacitated invaders rather than destroying them (2 Kings 6:8-23).  The trustworthy providence of the Lord is described in terms of generous hospitality (Psalm 23:5-6), and holy Wisdom invites guests to her feast (Proverbs 9:1-6).  The ultimate triumph of God, and the eschatological hope, is described as a banquet the Lord will make for all peoples (Isaiah 25:6-9).

The theme of hospitality is even more prominent when we turn to the New Testament.  Jesus is born into an inhospitable world (Luke 2:7; John 1:10-11), but proclaims and provides the hospitality of God.  According to the Gospel of John, Jesus’ first sign rectifies a “hospitality emergency” at the wedding in Cana of Galilee by an astonishingly lavish provision of fine wine—an act which might seem almost frivolous apart from its rich symbolism and its suggestion of God’s intention, not only to mend the broken world, but to make it overflow with festivity, conviviality and joy.  Though in his itinerant ministry Jesus “has no place to lay his head” (Luke 9:58), he enjoys the hospitality of friends (Mark 1:29ff; Luke 10:38-42; John 12:1ff), and sometimes doesn’t wait for an invitation (Luke 19:5)!  Jesus apparently enjoyed feasting sufficiently to lay himself open to the charge of being a glutton and a drunkard (Matthew 11:19).  Yet especially striking, and scandalous to pious and upright critics, is the company he keeps:  Jesus both welcomes and seeks out tax collectors and sinners (Matthew 9:10-13); and defends the sinful woman who intrudes on a dinner party, throws considerations of purity to the wind, and makes a scene by washing and anointing Jesus’ feet (Luke 7:36-50)  He tells numerous stories of dinners and banquets (e.g., Luke 14:15-24), sometimes suggesting that there would be a good many surprises on the guest list at the Messianic Banquet to which he and other devout Jews looked forward (Luke 13:29-30).  Lack of resources is no obstacle to Jesus’ feeding thousands of uninvited guests (Mark 6:30-44) at memorable feasts which, it is suggested, will be extended throughout the world (Mark 8:1-9).  Careful exegesis suggests that the first feeding of the multitude is for the Jews, the second is extended to the Gentiles.  This helps account, both for the apparent doubling of the story, and for the disciples’ otherwise inexplicable puzzlement—strange even in Mark, where the disciples tend to be slow on the uptake (cf. Mark 8:14-21).  Awareness of cultural hospitality assumptions and practices helps interpret some of these stories:  for instance, the actions of the persistent “friend at midnight” (Luke 11:5-8) would probably be heard as less inappropriate than the suggestion that he might be turned away:  the arrival of a guest, with nothing to set before him, is a full-scale hospitality crisis!

Hospitality was clearly woven into the ethos and practice of the early church, as well.  Jesus’ instructions for missionaries (e.g., Luke 9:1-6 and 10:1-12) assumes they will find welcome in homes of the towns to which they go, and gives instructions both for their behavior as guests and for the eventuality of meeting with inhospitality.  (The Didache deals with similar practices a couple of decades later.)   As the Christian movement expanded through the world of the Roman Empire, giving and receiving hospitality was essential to the fabric of life in the dispersed Church, as Paul’s letters and the Acts of the Apostles portray.  Paul commends his associates to the hospitality of his addressees (e.g., Romans 16:1-2), and understands hospitality as a characteristic virtue of those who are “in Christ” (e.g., Romans 12:13)   By the time of the relatively late 2 and 3 John, issues and abuses have arisen which these letters address.  The Epistle to the Hebrews famously exhorts hospitality toward strangers, by which some have “entertained angels unaware” (13:2).

Finally, the Church’s central act of worship was and is the “Lord’s Supper” which the first Christians understood to be in direct continuity with Jesus’ acts on the very night he was handed over to suffering and death.  In this meal, Jesus changed and heightened the meaning of the Passover meal for his followers forever, serving his beloved friends, present and future, his very life:  his body broken, his blood poured out—the ultimate act of hospitality “until it is fulfilled in the kingdom of God” (Luke 22:16).  In the Gospel of John (chapter 6), Jesus speaks of himself as the “bread of heaven” given for the life of the world, and promises that those who eat his flesh and drink his blood will have eternal life, and will abide in him, and he in them.  Although this Gospel does not include the account of Jesus’ Eucharistic acts at the Last Supper, as do the Synoptics, it portrays other words and acts of the most profound hospitality:  Jesus “loves them to the end,” washes the feet of his friends, and gives the assurance that he is “going to prepare a dwelling place” for us in his Father’s house.  The dimensions of a profound spiritual hospitality are explored, as Jesus’ “farewell discourse” rings the changes on the theme of mutual indwelling—Jesus and his Father abiding, making a home, in us and we in him, in and through the work of the Advocate, the Holy Spirit.

And so we are brought full circle back to the Oaks of Mamre, where Abraham and Sarah receive their mysterious Guest—or is it three Guests?  In the iconography of the Eastern Church, the Blessed Trinity is represented by this scene, the holy Three seated in a circle about the table, where the eternal feast of Bread and Wine are set out.  And in some versions of this icon, standing within the circle and serving their guests are Sarah and Abraham, the woman and the man, mother and father of all the faithful:  redeemed humanity at home in the Trinity, welcomed to the eternal feast of Love through the Hospitality of God. 


Exercises and questions for reflection and discussion:

--This chapter refers to a number of biblical passages.  Choose a few of them—or others which depict some form of hospitality—and spend some time with each.  You may want to explore them through commentaries and other resources for exegesis.  What light do they shed on hospitality?  How do they relate to your experience?  Then, use each passage as a starting point for meditation and prayer, perhaps through lectio divina.  What insights emerge?  What may God be saying to you through the story or teaching?

--What other stories of hospitality (whether of Scripture, myth and legend, folk tale, fiction or personal account) are significant to you?  What do you hear in them?

--Have you had experiences of “entertaining angels unaware,” or encountering the Lord in a host or guest?  If so, choose a story or two to share.



