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Sermon for Pentecost 15 
Shepherd of the Sea Episcopal/Lutheran Mission 
Rev. Doctor Herbert	Anderson 
Luke 14:1-14:  Hebrews 13:1-8,15-16 
 
 
On the surface, some of the words of Jesus in Luke’s gospel could have come from 
Miss Manners.  When you are invited to a banquet, she might say as Jesus did, wait to 
be told where you to sit.  If you need to sit, take the lowest place so the host might invite 
you to a higher place at the table.  That’s common sense. Moreover, it’s embarrassing 
to get caught moving placecards or presuming to sit where you don’t belong.  Being a 
good guest requires humility. However, Miss Manners is not likely to offer the advice 
Jesus gave about dinner invitations.  We can presume from what Jesus said to his host 
that this Sabbath feast included friends and brothers and relatives and rich neighbors 
and politicians whom the host either owed a dinner or from whom he expected to be 
repaid with a dinner or garnera favor.  In the current political season, we are keenly 
aware that people are willing to pay as much as $33,000 or more for the privilege of 
having dinner with a presidential candidate.  But that’s not the Jesus way.  Jesus 
challenges his host to invite a different sort of people – those who are not likely to repay 
you or return the invitation. If you invite the poor, the crippled, the lame or the blind, 
Jesus says to his host, if you welcome the outsider in the workplace or the stranger to 
the neighborhood or the homeless person parked near your home, you not likely to be 
invited back. That’s a good thing. You will, however, be honored by God in the future.   
 
The letter to the Hebrews, our epistle text for the day, adds another reason why the 
practice of hospitality is important. It is not just to be rewarded for being righteous in the 
future. It is very present. ‘Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers’, the writer of 
Hebrew says, ‘for by doing that some have entertained angels without knowing it’.  Put 
another way, if you welcome the stranger – whoever that may be – it is possible you 
may experience an unexpected gift of God’s presence.  This reference in the letter to 
the Hebrews takes us back to ancient Israel – to the visit of three strangers to Sarah 
and Abraham bringing the promise that Sarah would have a child in her old age.  At that 
time, welcoming the stranger – providing food and lodging for weary sojourners – was a 
social necessity.  Before motels or McDonald’s or highway rest stops or Airbnb, 
hospitality to travelers was a moral obligation.  Now it’s big business. Still today, when 
we show hospitality – one to another – we just might entertain angels without knowing it. 
 
You know the practical importance of hospitality well. Shepherd by the Sea is a regular 
recipient of the generosity of Mary, Star of the Sea Roman Catholic Parish. You 
probably pay rent but you can be sure there was once a time when a Roman Catholic 
parish could not – would not consider making its worship space available to Protestants.  
Beyond this practical rationale, our texts for this Sunday offer strong biblical reasons 
why guesting and hosting is crucial, why hospitality is at the center of living the Jesus 
way. The gifts that strangers bring to our lives may be signs – like an angel – of God’s 
presence.  Later on, Jesus promises, we will be counted among the blessed of God if 
we show hospitality to the outliers in our midst – those who could not possibly 
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reciprocate.  Those two reasons might be enough – but I would like to suggest another 
reason why the practice of hospitality is a moral mandate for our time.   
 
Thirty years ago, Kosuke Koyama, a Japanese Christian theologian, wrote that the only 
way to stop the conflict and violence among and between people in our world is by 
extending hospitality to strangers. That means we perceive all persons as our equals 
who share a common humanity with all its wonderful and complex variations. When we 
offer hospitality to a stranger, we welcome something new, something unfamiliar, 
something unknown into our lives that has the potential to expand our world.  When we 
disregard others or reject the stranger, we are diminished and our world shrinks.   
Hospitality may be risky, Koyama admitted, but it is the essence of the Christian gospel.  
Because Christianity can no longer assume a position of presumed dominance, 
hospitality is an increasingly critical sign of the reign of God. Because the planet is 
shrinking and diversity is the norm almost everywhere, hospitality is more than a 
religious ideal; it is a human necessity. Being hospitable is not only the essence of the 
Gospel but it is essential for survival in a pluralistic world.   
 
The escalating rhetoric of the political campaign makes it more and more difficult to 
consider in a measured, thoughtful way how we can acknowledge the divisions in our 
society and begin to forge a more perfect union.  In my 80th year, hard as I try to be self-
aware, it is still difficult for me to acknowledge the privilege of whiteness I take for 
granted every day.  Racial and ethnic diversity in this society will continue to increase.  
By 2043, the United States we will no longer be a predominantly white nation. That 
prospect fuels fear and prompts hateful actions even among people who claim to follow 
the Jesus way. Moreover, the stranger keeps changing.  Yesterday, it might have been 
a gay son or the daughter who refuses to marry or the neglected elderly parent or the 
abused child or ignored wife or the permanently unemployed or the veteran with moral 
injury who are marginalized and longing for someone to make space to hear them.  
Today it might be a transgendered friend or a Syrian Muslim refugee or the 
undocumented Mexican American women who has cleaned your house for 10 years or 
a sibling whose political persuasion now separates you from one another. Seventy 
years ago, we thought bikinis showed too much skin: now the stranger who wears a 
burkini to a beach in France doesn’t show enough skin. The more we are aware of the 
diversity of and in God’s creation, the more hospitality becomes the central mark of 
faithful living. It is both what we do and how we think. 
	 	
So what does hospitality look like?  Let me begin with a story from our life.  Phyllis and I 
and our children spent from January to August, 1982 in Durham, England.  Phyllis was 
already an ordained Lutheran pastor but women were still not ordained as priests in the 
Church of England.  Her special status got us many special invitations.  The most 
remarkable and memorable invitation came from the retired Archbishop of Canterbury 
Michael Ramsey and his wife.  Lord and Lady Ramsey hosted us for lunch, served the 
food and embodied hospitality in a way that changed us forever.  They asked questions 
about our life in Dubuque, about the politics in the Midwest and invited Phyllis to talk 
about being an ordained woman priest.  When we left their apartment, we thought we 
were the most interesting, gifted, remarkable people in the world.  	
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Hospitality not rocket science.  It is very simple.  The Archbishop of Canterbury and his 
wife did not regale us with stories of having lunch with the Queen or meeting with heads 
of state or traveling to remotes parts of the world or carrying the weight of the Anglican 
Communion.  Instead, Lord and Lady Ramsey honored Phyllis and me by listening 
attentively to our very ordinary stories. They invited us to share our modest gifts. 
Hospitality is very simple. It happens whenever we entertain new or challenging ideas 
and welcome gifts from unexpected people.  It happens when a family welcomes a child 
and opens its heart a little more.  Hospitality happens whenever people are free to differ 
or be different.  It happened in the apartment of Lord and Lady Ramsey on the Bailey in 
Durham, England when they set aside the grandeur and greatness of their lives to invite 
strangers from Iowa to share their simple gifts.   
 
We may be clearer about times when hospitality does not happen.  You can remember 
times when you were in someone’s home for an evening and on the way home you 
realized that they did not know anything more about you than before the evening.  
Maybe hospitality did not happen when you came home from college with new ideas 
that were quickly rejected as unacceptable or even un-American. Maybe it happened in 
the workplace or in a Christian congregation when one or two bullies created fear and 
shouted down all other voices.  Or maybe it was your experience of being vaporized as 
a woman when your proposal was only taken seriously when it was spoken by a man.  
When Christian congregations become private cul-de-sacs of personal religion, 
hospitality seldom happens.  In order to imagine new possibilities of radical inclusion, 
we need to reverse familiar patterns that impede hospitality and dismantle the walls that 
separate us in order to make public what we have previously regarded as private.    
 
Hospitality is simple and complex and sometime it is risky. In order to create common 
ground elastic enough to hold more and more difference, traditional dynamics of 
hospitality will change. We will learn a more inclusive art of invitation. We may need to 
learn how to set a dinner table differently so that a common space is created in which 
hosts and guests together create something new. Eric Law, an Episcopal priest who has 
worked tirelessly to foster new respect for difference and inclusivity, fashions common 
space though a “mutual invitation process” In this process, every invitation to another to 
speak is an intentional yielding of power and ceding the floor. It is a risky process that 
often moves us beyond the margins of safety as we have defined them but it is the way 
of Jesus who always invited his listeners to overcome fear in order to break down walls 
that separate and cross the boundaries that exclude.  When we practice hospitality in 
such a boundary-crossing way, we welcome something unfamiliar and unknown into our 
lives that may expand our world and deepen our faith.  We will also discover grace 
beyond safety. The letter to the Hebrews says it very clearly: when you remember those 
in prison as though you were in prison or those being tortured as though you yourselves 
who being tortured, that is hospitality. That is the risk of hospitality. 
 
There is a common Lutheran table prayer that some of you may know and use.  “Come 
Lord Jesus be our guest and let these gifts to us be blessed.”  Most of the time, we think 
about Jesus as the host and we are his guests. In the Eucharist, we acknowledge Christ 
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as the Host who welcomes us to the table and feeds us the Bread that lasts forever.  
And yet, we are also bold to invite Christ’s presence as a noble guest in our lives.  
”Come Lord Jesus be our guest.”  We are the host and Christ is the guest. Imagine how 
our table conversations would be changed if we believed that Christ is present as a 
guest. If we believed that Christ is a guest in our ordinary conversations, Some things 
may not be said and we would honor the stories people tell and receive them as gifts 
through which we are blessed.  When we welcome the stranger who does not fit, we will 
discover that Christ’s presence is hidden in the broken or forsaken or homeless ones 
who may not come to us by standard means.   
 
Hospitality is simple and complex and risky but it is also radically transformative. The 
Rule of St. Benedict says that all guests who present themselves are to be welcomed 
as Christ. Everything that we say about hospitality the Jesus Way begins by regarding 
the ‘other’ as an equal child of God.  Isaiah 25:6 provides an image for God’s hospitality. 
“On this mountain the Lord Almighty will prepare a feast of rich food for all peoples, a 
banquet of aged wine – the best of meats and the finest of wines.” No one is excluded 
from God’s Feast.  Everyone is welcome regardless of social standing. The practice of 
hospitality the Jesus way begins by remembering that we are all equally strangers 
before God.  We are all God’s beloved ‘others’. God welcomes all people without any 
discrimination and challenges his followers to do the same.  Hospitality is the way of 
Jesus and it is necessary for survival on a shrinking planet. 
 
USED AT THE BEGINNING OF THE BEGINNING OF THE SERVICE 
A congregation we attended in Berkeley some years ago began every 
liturgy with the affirmation of hospitality.  We will return to this theme in the 
homily. 
 
 Welcome to all who have no church home,  
 Want to follow Christ, have doubts 
 Or do not believe. 
Welcome to new visitors and old friends 
Welcome to people of every 
 Age and Size 
 Color and culture 
 Sexual orientation and marital status  
 Ability and challenge 
Welcome to believers, questioners,  
 And questioning believers. 
This is a place where you are welcome to 
 Celebrate and sorrow 
 Rejoice and recover 
This is a place where lives are made new 
 Welcome on this day. 
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