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Hospitality and Community
Part 2:  The practice of hospitality



From the Constitution of the Rivendell Community:

“All members of the Community are expected to reflect, in the welcome and courtesy offered to one another and to guests alike, the welcome and courtesy we receive from our Lord Jesus Christ.” (6.i)


Through the centuries, the traditions of Christian community life are full of stories and sayings about hospitality.  Probably the most frequently quoted sentence in the great Rule of Benedict is the famous “Let all guests be received as Christ.”  And well before Benedict, hospitality featured prominently in the traditions of the desert abbas and ammas.  According to many accounts, as their reputation for wisdom and holiness grew these ascetics often retreated deeper and deeper into the deserts seeking silence and solitude, and even resorted to subterfuge to avoid visitors; yet their stories and sayings are filled with tender solicitude for fellow seekers, radical acceptance of sinners, and insistence that hospitality (whether as host or as guest) trumps fasting, silence, and other spiritual practices.

Much later, it is said of the early 19th century Russian hermit and saint Seraphim of Sarov that when people sought him out, whoever they were, he received them with a kiss, blessing them and saying, “Christ is risen!,” and calling them “my joy, my treasure.”  It’s an appealing idea, greeting everyone whom we encounter as “my joy”—but it will require only a moment’s reflection by anyone who has been interrupted a dozen times in the midst of some urgent project, or looked forward to a quiet afternoon of reading only to have unexpected guests drop in, to realize that this quality of hospitality generally requires of us something sturdier than pleasant sentiments.  (In the immortal words of Charlie Brown, “I love mankind; it’s people I can’t stand.”  Needless to say, it’s people to whom we are to offer hospitality.)

What do we mean by “hospitality,” anyway?  Interestingly, the root word hospes (L.) means both “host” and “guest.”  Hospitality calls for courtesy, consideration, and generosity on the part of both parties.   In normal usage hospitality usually implies providing food and drink, and perhaps a room for the night:  a place at the table, a place in one’s home.  It carries the connotation of generosity, openness, graciousness.  In most cultures, hospitality is grounded in certain expectations, unwritten rules which are generally understood and accepted, at least within a particular social group.  (These, of course, vary widely.  We generally expect hosts to prevent large dogs from jumping on guests, but not to offer virgin daughters to placate a vicious mob.  For Lot it was a different story.)  Though these can be arbitrary and even oppressive, as when a guest who has neglected to consult an etiquette manual lately agonizes over the proper uses of multiple forks, at their best, these standards are true courtesy, the kind that merges into charity at its summit:  a good hostess wouldn’t even notice a silverware faux pas, delighting as she does in the company of her guest.

Jesus called for radical hospitality, going beyond conventional expectations:  Don’t invite only people to whom you “owe” invitations, or who will invite you back; invite the poor, the sick, the lame… those who have no ability to reciprocate.  Greet strangers as well as friends; do good to those who hate you; be compassionate in the way the Father is compassionate, to friend and “enemy,” just and unjust.  And Jesus himself demonstrated this wildly indiscriminate hospitality, accepting invitations from Pharisees and tax collectors alike, eating and drinking with the righteous and with sinners and prostitutes, modeling the “open commensality,” the expansive hospitality of the Banquet of the Kingdom of God.

In practical terms, hospitality takes work:  preparing meals and washing dishes, growing flowers and sweeping floors, making beds and washing sheets.  For some of us, these homely tasks take on a special loveliness when we perform them consciously aware that we are doing them for and with our Lord.  Repetitive manual work can become a congenial context for prayer and “recollection,” as so many of our forebears in faith have discovered; they can be, in Kathleen Norris’ phrase, “quotidian mysteries.”  For others of us, it is sufficient simply to know that whatever we may do in a life “wholly given” to God in intention is done in love, enjoying the pleasure we hope it will provide for others.

This awareness of participating in the hospitality of God, whether in recollection or simply as the background of life, also can be a source of patience and cheerfulness with the less agreeable concomitants of hospitality—cleaning up the same mess many times a day, caring for boorish or thoughtless guests, listening to others’ uncongenial opinions without interjecting our own, and so on.

How we offer hospitality depends on our individual circumstances, our personalities, and our opportunities—where we live, what work we do, what our gifts and skills are, whether we’re more intraverted or extraverted, for example.  Each of us will find particular opportunities to practice hospitality.  For the Motherhouse and its residents, for instance, hospitality for retreatants, students and other guests is a major part of what we do.   Emmaus Chapter in Memphis has continued the Rivendell tradition of Saturday night hospitality, with an open invitation to pray Evening Prayer, enjoy a festive beginning-of-Sunday dinner, discuss the Scripture readings for the next day, and end with Compline.  

Each setting has its own possibilities and challenges.  A recurring theme in houses which have both residential members and guests is the delicate balance between fidelity to the structures of prayer and community life we have embraced and flexibility in the service of accommodating guests.  It would be discourteous to “shush” a cheerful “Good morning” because it’s still before Morning Prayer, or to impose a Spartan Lenten supper on a hungry men’s group who have been promised Susie’s excellent cuisine.  At the same time, our capacity to provide the hospitality of a “holy place” set apart for God’s purposes depends on our maintaining the distinctive patterns of a community of prayer; otherwise, we might be little more than an inexpensive B & B in Amish country.

Through the years, especially at residential houses and Saturday evening gatherings, a number of “hospitality challenges” have arisen, often adding to our stock of colorful stories, and sometimes posing real dilemmas about how to welcome difficult people without undermining the pattern for others.  Religious communities have a way of attracting people who are troubled themselves, and trouble for others.  Ideally, the community of regular participants can accommodate a fair amount of problematic behavior, and members of Rivendell can discern and carry out ways of handling such situations with tact, humility, respect, and firmness when needed.  Hospitality frequently entails some degree of vulnerability, which we willingly accept; but here, as in other matters, discernment (preferably in community) is necessary.  While it’s natural, and sometimes healthy, that we joke or complain to one another about our weirder adventures with hospitality, we should always guard against discounting or writing off any person, which is hardly our privilege to do--frail, sinful, dearly loved human beings for whom Christ died as we all are.  Not to mention that such experiences, like other difficulties we encounter, are “grist for the mill”—and especially so for us who are specifically called, by virtue of our vocation in this Community, to participate in and reflect the divine hospitality.

According to our Constitution, each Chapter of this Community “normally provides… regular occasions for hospitality” (5.ii).  For members who are able to participate in the life of a Chapter, this occasions will usually be a significant part of their exercise of hospitality.  But what about those who can’t do so, and are perhaps restricted in offering hospitality in their own homes by circumstances?  And, since “the Community’s work includes hospitality, both physical and spiritual” (1.i), what other forms does hospitality take?

Grateful though we are for the Motherhouse and the work it makes possible, ordinary, material hospitality doesn’t necessarily depend on having a lot to offer.  Making a cup of tea or sharing a cheese sandwich with a friend can be just as welcome, and just as graced, as the traditional Rivendell Saturday night rosemary pork roast.  Even more important, hospitality is a way of life, a disposition we may cultivate and pray for— a particular form of that greatest gift of love, “apart from which all we do is worth nothing.”

“Making a place” for others isn’t only physical.  Setting aside our own preoccupations to listen carefully, entering into the world of another person and making room for them in our world, our heart and our prayers, can be a graced form of hospitality indeed.  So also can entertaining views, preferences and experiences quite different from our own. And when we’re given the privilege of entering into the sacred precincts of other human soul, in spiritual direction or conversation, for instance, we can aspire to be good guests, revering the mystery of grace at work, visibly and invisibly, and honoring the trust placed in us.  In spiritual hospitality as in material, we seek to offer a safe and welcoming space; we would not violate the confidence of another any more than we would expose them to physical violation.  In such a hospitable space people can often find peace, healing and freedom; and we are enabled to reflect a little bit of that self-giving, self-emptying love of our Lord who came to be with us as we are, and so made us whole.

“We love because God first loved us” (1 John 4:19).  So also, we become increasingly able to offer generous hospitality to others inasmuch as we have known in our own experience something of the generous hospitality of God.  As we become more deeply secure in the love and care of our Father in heaven, we have less need to protect and defend what is ours (goods, time, opinions, or status), less will to use others for some self-referential purpose, and more freedom to make space in our homes and at our tables, in our minds and hearts and lives, to welcome those God sends us:  to receive them as Christ, and perceive that they are in truth “my joy, my treasure.”


Exercises and questions for reflection and conversation:

--This section mentioned the prominent place of hospitality in stories and sayings of the Christian spiritual tradition.  Look through a likely source, such as one of the collections of sayings of the desert fathers and mothers, stories of Benedictine saints, or the “Little Flowers” of St. Francis, and find some hospitality stories.  (Many of these are amusing as well as edifying—Francis and the three robbers, for instance; some place hospitality above protecting one’s life.)  Listen deeply to two or three which appeal to you.  What do they reveal or suggest about hospitality?  

--What are some stories involving hospitality from your own life?  (These, too, might be humorous, inspiring, or involve an epiphany or a conundrum.)

--When have you felt most grateful for hospitality?  When have you experienced it most deeply from another person?  What elements (in circumstances, in the quality of hospitality you received) contributed to this?

--If you are able to meet with a chapter, face to face or on line, spend some time sharing some of these stories (both traditional and personal).

--What opportunities do you presently have in your life for practicing hospitality?  Are there additional possibilities you’d like to explore?  If so, what would you need to have that happen?

--What challenges do you have in practicing hospitality?

--This section refers to “the hospitality of God.”  What might this phrase mean, do you think?  How are we aware of it?  How might experiencing the hospitality of God deepen our capacity for hospitality?

--Experiment for a day with viewing your life through the lenses of divine hospitality.  For instance, imagine this planet and your place on it, your body, your surroundings, the food you eat, clothes you wear, people you meet, all as gifts and provisions of a generous Host for a beloved guest.   How does this affect your experience?

--Experiment for a day with the other side of divine/human hospitality, bearing in mind that you are God’s chosen dwelling place, God’s “homely home,” as Julian of Norwich said.  Try to welcome and “entertain” your divine Guest courteously and honorably, as God enters into every part of your daily life and experience.  What is this like for you?  

