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INTRODUC TION 
If Christians are known for anything, it is how we welcome others. 

Greeters welcome visitors and members to worship with a smile and 
a handshake or hug. Churches enthusiastically proclaim that all are 
welcome to our worship community. We take extra efforts to make others 
comfortable, especially those who are new or visiting. Communal meals 
seem to happen all the time, providing an inviting space for all to share food 
and fellowship. 

A helpful definition of Christian hospitality lays out the gift and 
challenge of this practice. Adele Ahlberg Calhoun writes, “Hospitality creates 
a safe, open place where a friend or stranger can enter and experience the 
welcoming spirit of Christ in another.”1

Welcoming others is certainly core to the Christian life. It is not always 
so easy to practice, however, even with those we love the most. It can be a joy, 
but it can also be a challenge to create that open, safe space, especially when 
people impinge on our own comfort levels or are different or feared. This 
essay invites you to reflect on various dimensions of welcoming others as we 
strive to follow Christ and practice welcoming others the way Jesus did.

At the very heart of hospitality is a commitment to welcome one 
another, those who are like us and those who are not. The God we learn 
about in the Bible and from our faith ancestors desires a loving relationship 
with us. This relationship goes both ways; it’s not just one sided. There are 
responsibilities for both parties. In the Old Testament, we learn about God’s 
continual establishment of covenants with people. God promises to be with 
people and protect them if they, in turn, protect the vulnerable (i.e., provide 
hospitality) in their midst. People continually fail to live up to their side of 
the pact, and covenant is broken. The prophets continually remind people 
they are not living up to their part of the bargain and may lose God’s favor. 
After some time and much grief, God approaches them again, offering to be 
their God if they will, in turn, protect others. 

1. Adele Ahlberg Calhoun, Spiritual Disciplines Handbook (Downer’s Grove, IL: IVP 
Books, 2015), 161.
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Jesus had a lot to say about hospitality as he had learned about it in the 
Hebrew Scriptures, and it was a central practice in his life and teachings. 
He was often dependent on the hospitality of others, and biblical accounts 
of his visits show how hospitality is sometimes more complex than a host 
inviting someone in for dinner. Sometimes, the guest turns out to be the 
host. The seemingly unequal relationship of host and guest gets blurred as 
relationships deepen. 

The practice of hospitality was, and still is, a matter of survival in 
societies where refugees and travelers were dependent on the host society to 
provide safety and lodging. In the ancient world, welcoming and providing 
hospitality was not just an option. Hospitality was—and in many places still 
is—deeply embedded in the culture. 

We live in a time when social expectations of hospitality and welcome 
can no longer be taken for granted. No one is immune from the possibility of 
being uprooted and dependent on the mercy of others when disasters strike. 
Pandemics such as the recent coronavirus remind us of how vulnerable we 
all are. Global climate change, wars, and economic crisis have all initiated 
a new wave of global migration, forcing many to move to new lands in 
order to survive. The absence of pervasive social expectations related to 
hospitality, along with the great needs many people experience today, 
has created a climate where the Bible’s teaching about hospitality is more 
relevant than ever. 

Let’s look at four core aspects of Christian hospitality:
 ● Welcome others as God welcomes you. 
 ● See Christ in every person: friend, stranger, enemy. 
 ● Know your gifts of hospitality and encourage others’ gifts. 
 ● Challenge othering. 

WELCOME OTHERS AS GOD WELCOMES YOU
In his life and teachings, hospitality was central to Jesus and his 

Jewish faith. As a Jew, he was informed by the Hebrew Scriptures (the Old 
Testament) and frequently lifted up its imperative to welcome strangers. 
Hospitality is central to the history of ancient Israel and found throughout 
our Scriptures.

Perhaps the place to begin is the beginning. The two biblical accounts of 
creation (Genesis 1:1–2:4a and Genesis 2:4b–25) emphasize different aspects 
of God’s actions. The first story describes how God created every living 
thing and saw that it was good. God affirms everything and everyone. In the 
second account, God places the two humans, Adam and Eve, in a garden 
and tells them to take care of everything. 

In both creation stories, humans, like all other living things, are created 
and welcomed by God. A relationship is established. So a fundamental 
truth about hospitality is that we can welcome others only because we have 
first been welcomed and had a place prepared for us by God. The writer of 
Psalm 8 marveled at the fact that, considering the incredible splendor of the 
universe, God would even pay attention to mortals. 

When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, 
 the moon and the stars that you have established; 
what are human beings that you are mindful of them, 
 mortals that you care for them? 

  —Psalm 8:3–4

A fundamental truth 
about hospitality is that we 
can welcome others only 

because we have first been 
welcomed and had a place 
prepared for us by God. 
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We belong here. We all do. This attitude is essential when we find 
ourselves in the position of host. We avoid any feelings of superiority over 
the guests because, at heart, we believe them to be fellow creatures who 
have been created by God and are loved by God as we are. We treat them as 
we want to be treated when we are the vulnerable guests.

Welcoming others may seem relatively simple when we offer hospitality 
to people who look like us or pose no threat. But what about those outside 
our comfort zone, whatever that zone is? This was a common situation in 
ancient societies, where travel and immigration often forced people to cross 
other people’s land or temporarily reside there. Rules of hospitality arose to 
protect both hosts and guests. Hosts were obligated to receive guests, but 
only for a certain amount of time. And guests were expected to follow some 
rules while knowing they were within their rights to expect accommodation. 
In ancient Israel, these rules were taken very seriously. Many stories in the 
Old Testament illustrate how hospitality worked, and God’s insistence that 
the vulnerable be protected.

One theme that recurs throughout the Hebrew Scriptures relates to the 
Exodus.

When an alien resides with you in your land, you shall not oppress 
the alien. The alien who resides with you shall be to you as the citizen 
among you; you shall love the alien as yourself, for you were aliens in  
the land of Egypt: I am the Lord your God.  
 —Leviticus 19:33–34

God kept reminding the ancient Israelites to remember that God had 
rescued them from slavery when they found themselves in a foreign country, 
forced to provide free labor for the king. Eventually God heard their cries 
for help and led them to Israel. The book of Exodus tells that they had once 
been oppressed aliens; they were to treat others well, especially others who 
were oppressed or living at the margins, including widows, orphans, those 
who were sick or poor, and immigrants. 

Centuries later, when the Israelites were forced to evacuate their 
country and live in another foreign land, many biblical prophets believed 
this (the exile) occurred because Israel had failed to provide hospitality 
to the vulnerable. So, in a way, for Christians, hospitality isn’t a choice. It’s 
just part of who we are and what we do. We welcome others as God has 
welcomed us and made part of our covenant together.

Jesus was formed in this tradition where hospitality was taught as a 
religious principle. And he carried it out in his entire ministry. Time and 
again in the Gospel stories, we see Jesus befriending strangers and defending 
those who are marginalized and blamed for their condition. He insisted on 
welcoming children. He embodied our definition of hospitality by being that 
safe, open place where friends and strangers alike could enter. Christians 
are called to model ourselves after Jesus, remembering God’s abundant 
provision for us in creation and God’s desire to walk with us in intimate 
relationship. When we know that we have been profoundly welcomed by 
our Creator and by Jesus, our Redeemer, we can extend an honest, rich, 
abundant, and expansive welcome to others whom God created. 

Congregations can create climates of welcome by extending a warm 
welcome to visitors and strangers, at the door and in the pews Sunday 
morning. This can take many additional creative forms, including: 

Hospitality is not a choice 
for Christians. It is part of 

our covenant with God. God 
welcomes us, and we are to 
welcome others. All others. 

Jesus disrupted many cultural 
and religious practices as he 

welcomed and related to many 
people considered outsiders, 

including children.
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 ● The use of a variety of languages in worship services, such as in the 
welcome, singing, Scripture readings, and prayers

 ● Signage in several languages
 ● Providing accessibility for people with disabilities
 ● Meals for people far from home, especially on holidays
 ● Support groups for people who are vulnerable, such as people with 

disabilities or people who are LGBTQ+

In addition, congregations often look beyond their own faith community 
to discover needs in their city or region. Some congregations conduct 
demographic studies to reveal patterns of vulnerability. Many congregations 
engage in ministries to international students, refugees, migrants, people 
experiencing homelessness, and other vulnerable groups. 

Today we are called to remember God’s welcome to all humans and 
animals. We are called to extend a welcome to everyone, including strangers, 
others who experience need, and those on the margins of society.

SEE CHRIST IN EVERY PERSON:  
FRIEND, STRANGER, ENEMY 

The second aspect to consider as we welcome others is related to the 
first but takes it a step farther. The first aspect reminds us to treat all others 
as fellow creatures of God. We especially look out for the vulnerable as we 
remember God cares for all. This second dimension of hospitality really 
gets at the type of relationships we begin to form when we welcome others 
or are welcomed by others. Being a host often brings a wonderful surprise. 
When we welcome others, we often benefit from the relationship as much 
as or more than those we welcome. How often do groups returning from 
mission trips report that they were given much more than they provided? 
They thought they were going to give of their plenty to those without, yet the 
reverse seems to happen.

Toward the end of his life on earth, Jesus tells his disciples about the 
future day “when the Son of Man comes in his glory” (Matthew 25:31). All the 
nations will assemble before him, and he will separate all people into two 
groups. The ones who will inherit the “kingdom,” Jesus says, are the ones who 
gave him food when he was hungry, clothing when he was naked, and care 
when he was sick. In addition, they visited Jesus when he was imprisoned. 

In Jesus’ story about the future, the ones who will inherit the kingdom 
are baffled, because they don’t recall doing this for him. These bewildered 
“righteous ones” receive this reply: “Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of 
the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me” (Matthew 
25:40). Jesus implies that followers are to go out and serve others on the 
margins of society. In so doing, they will minister to him. Think about that. 
What are the implications for welcome and hospitality? It seems to mean 
that more is required than providing a warm welcome when people come 
to our church. In addition, we must go out and minister to those on the 
margins. In so doing, we will see Christ and perhaps not even realize it.

Where are the most marginalized people in your town: Prisons? 
Certain sections of town? Public schools? People wandering the streets and 
homeless? What sort of welcome and hospitality does Matthew 25 suggest we 
offer to these people?

“Truly I tell you, just as you 
did it to one of the least of 
these who are members of 

my family, you did it to me” 
(Matthew 25:40). Jesus 

implies that followers are to 
go out and serve others on 

the margins of society.  
In so doing, they will  

minister to him.
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An example of this type of welcome can be found in all the many people 
and groups who helped enslaved African Americans escape the South 
during the 225 years of chattel slavery in the United States. The Underground 
Railroad was a network of secret routes and houses where individuals risked 
their own lives to help people they didn’t know to escape to freedom in free 
states or Canada. 

A congregation in Seattle hosts a weekly dinner that is free and open to 
all. Many people experiencing homelessness attend the dinner. Volunteers 
at the dinner report the ways that they feel blessed, week after week, by their 
conversations with the people who attend. The woman who directed the 
dinner for more than a decade is awed by the way she experienced Jesus’ 
presence in the guests at the dinner.

Congregations can nurture an atmosphere of reflection, encouraging 
members to consider who are the people for whom they feel most 
compassion, the most discomfort, and the most dislike. These marginalized 
and perhaps even disliked groups of people might include those of different 
ages, socioeconomic strata, ethnic backgrounds, political convictions, or 
many other characteristics. Christians can ponder what it would look like to 
provide some sort of caring hospitality for someone in one of those groups. 
The hospitable response might be as seemingly simple as extending a warm 
welcome to the most irritating member of a sports team or neighborhood 
book club, or it might involve something as challenging as visiting a 
prison or traveling to the southern border of the United States to help 
migrants. Many Christians in the southern United States have left water and 
provisions in the border areas where refugees from Latin America risk death 
to reach safety.

When hosts and guests are open to the presence of God in each other, 
an unexpected and truly miraculous thing happens: God knits hearts 
together in new and powerful ways. This can happen with family members 
and friends, but seeing Jesus in everyone usually requires that we leave our 
comfort zones. We simply cannot be hospitable with only our own small 
community of people like ourselves. We need to stretch into settings where 
we feel vulnerable.

An ancient Celtic saying emphasizes the benefits of pushing ourselves 
to relate across boundaries: “Often, often, often goes the Christ in the 
stranger’s guise.”2 Hebrews 13:2 encourages us to extend ourselves: “Do 
not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some have 
entertained angels without knowing it.” In order to find Christ—or angels—
in others most unlike ourselves, we need courage as well as community 
support. We cannot do this alone.

KNOW YOUR GIF TS OF HOSPITALIT Y AND 
ENCOURAGE OTHERS’ GIF TS

We have to take into account our own gifts, strengths, and resources 
when we consider welcoming others. Some enjoy hosting people for meals 
in their homes. Perhaps someone doesn’t have a home or feels stressed 
when hosting meals but enjoys volunteering at a community dinner for 
homeless people. Some people find it painful to greet people at church 
but have no problem writing follow-up notes to visitors or cooking a meal 
for a community gathering. None of us excels at every kind of welcoming 
ministry, and Jesus affirmed the diversity of hospitality gifts.

2. Kenneth Macleod, “Two Celtic Runes,” Celtic Review 7, no. 25 (February 1911): 51.
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Luke 10:38–42 tells the story of two sisters, Mary and Martha, who each 
possessed different gifts of hospitality. Martha had invited Jesus to her home, 
which probably included cooking a meal and perhaps offering him lodging. 
Her sister Mary was home and sat at Jesus’ feet to listen to him speak. 
Martha was distracted by all the things she felt she needed to do to make 
Jesus welcome and got upset that her sister was just sitting there listening 
to him. Martha pointed out to Jesus that she was alone doing all of this and 
asked him to tell her sister to help her. Jesus replied that he had noticed 
Martha being worried and distracted, and Jesus affirmed Mary’s listening 
role. Both women’s actions were forms of hospitality. Martha prepared 
her home, and Mary paid attention to her guest. Both were necessary and 
contributed to the guest’s welcome in the home. We need to experiment 
with what works for us and feels doable. The connection between giftedness 
and hospitality is visible in one of the New Testament letters: “Be hospitable 
to one another without complaining. Like good stewards of the manifold 
grace of God, serve one another with whatever gift each of you has received” 
(1 Peter 4:9–10).

Congregations can encourage their members to consider their spiritual 
gifts related to hospitality. For each individual, which patterns of caring 
come easily: Behind the scenes serving in the kitchen? Talking with 
newcomers? Planning events that welcome people? Organizing an outreach 
to the wider community? Congregation members should definitely be 
encouraged to serve using their spiritual gifts. 

Congregations can also help members think about which groups of 
people on the margins pull on their hearts: the older, the younger, the hard-
of-hearing, wheelchair users, the child, the “not dressed for church,” the 
one who speaks with an accent. All Christians should be encouraged and 
equipped to answer these questions: Who are the groups and individuals for 
whom God has placed compassion in your heart? How can you serve them 
with the resources and gifts God has given you? 

In addition to considering our resources, gifts, and heart compassion, 
we also must acknowledge that the entire Bible urges and models a kind of 
hospitality that requires us to stretch ourselves. Jesus asked his followers 
to move beyond comfort zones many times, but especially when he talked 
about loving our enemies: “For if you love those who love you . . . if you 
greet only your brothers and sisters, what more are you doing than others?” 
(Matthew 5:46–47).

Christian communities must be vulnerable with each other about the 
challenges of a truly hospitable approach to people who are difficult for 
us to love. We need the prayers and support of others on this journey, and 
we need others’ eyes to help us see the blessings we are receiving when we 
stretch ourselves to be hospitable in uncomfortable settings.

Jesus’ command to love our enemies has enormous relevance in this 
time of political polarities. Congregations can encourage members to 
imagine what it would look like to host a meal or receive a meal from 
someone who stands opposed to one’s strongest values. Even to start with 
prayers of willingness may feel like a bit of a challenge for some.

Both Mary and Martha 
showed hospitality to Jesus. 

One listened. The other 
served. We all have to identify 
the unique gifts and strengths 

we have to offer others and  
to practice them. 

Jesus’ command to love 
our enemies has enormous 

relevance in this time of 
political polarities. 
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CHALLENGE OTHERING 
Throughout recorded history, humans have used language to create and 

describe groups of people as other. In communication studies, the word other 
is used as a verb, describing the verbal process of setting up another group of 
people as different, separate, and inferior. This behavior directly contradicts 
the practice of hospitality—to see Christ in the other—yet we find othering 
being practiced in our own faith communities and fall into the trap ourselves. 
God’s frequent commands in the Old Testament to care for the alien were 
necessary because of the tendency of many Jews to other people who were 
not members of their faith, the Gentiles. European settlers in the Americas, 
Australia, New Zealand, and many parts of Africa othered the people who 
were already living there. In recent times, Nazis othered Jews.

In the United States, language has been used to other many groups at 
different times. White Americans have othered African Americans for four 
centuries. Off and on throughout American history, Protestants othered 
Roman Catholics. During World War I, Americans othered German-
Americans, and during World War II, Japanese-Americans were othered. 
In the United States, the current political climate has become horribly 
polarized, to the point that othering happens simply by knowing the 
political affiliation of another.

To be hospitable means to pay attention to othering and to challenge 
and resist it. Christian individuals and congregations challenge exclusion 
and othering in many ways, such as showing solidarity with Jews whose 
synagogues have been targeted by those who wish to other them, co-
hosting events with mosques, taking anti-racism tours to see places like the 
Lynching Memorial in Alabama, and supporting people who are LGBTQ+. 
Some congregations offer sanctuary to vulnerable immigrants who are 
being treated as enemies rather than as strangers who need to be welcomed. 

All four Gospels contain a story where Jesus is anointed by a woman 
with costly perfume. In the version in Luke 7:36–50, Jesus is the guest of a 
Pharisee named Simon. The woman, who is denoted as a sinner (other), 
comes in uninvited with a jar of perfumed oil. She bathes Jesus’ feet with her 
tears and the ointment. The host is judging her quietly, and probably judging 
Jesus for allowing her to do this in his home where Jesus is just a guest. Jesus 
points out to the host that, actually, he’s a bad host. This uninvited other 
has shown Jesus more hospitality than the host; Jesus forgives her sins and 
wishes her well.

Mark 10:13–15 paints a beautiful picture of Jesus welcoming children, 
despite his disciples’ rebukes of the parents who brought the children 
(see also Mark 9:36–37). Children had no status in Jesus’ time, and Jesus’ 
welcome of them presents one more picture of his abundant love and 
hospitality for people with no power: others.

Congregations can encourage members to notice the times they are 
tempted to other individuals or groups of people. Appropriate responses 
might include prayers of lament and confession, as well as prayers for 
open hearts to the people Jesus loves. Leaders of congregations can do an 
audit of the congregation’s spoken, written, and visual communication 
to see if groups of people are being othered. This tendency to separate 
ourselves from certain groups of people must be addressed in our 
Christian communal settings: worship, prayers, small groups, and classes. 
Congregations where people of diverse socioeconomic status attend 

other [uhth-er] (verb): the verbal 
process of setting up another 
group of people as different, 
separate, and inferior

Jesus points out to the 
host that, actually, he’s a 
bad host. This uninvited 

other has shown Jesus more 
hospitality than the host; 
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welcome all to participate fully in all areas of ministry. To faithfully 
challenge exclusion and othering, we need the support of others to stay 
strong in the face of opposition that comes both from within and without.

“We Choose Welcome” is an awareness campaign of the Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A.), which is an expression of personal and corporate 
commitment to welcome refugees and immigrants who are in the United 
States. The following is from its statement:

To welcome others is a central value of the Christian faith, shared 
by most of the world’s religions. The call to welcome the stranger is 
so common in the Bible that one must wonder if it is so oft repeated 
because of its importance, or because we are so quick to disregard it. In 
this time of great global and domestic conflict, perhaps both are true. 

 ● In the midst of fear of terrorism and radicalism, we choose to 
welcome those who flee from terror and tyranny.

 ● In the midst of hate speeches and hate crimes, we choose to 
welcome those who are rejected because of their skin color or their 
foreign dress.

 ● In the midst of anxiety about our own economic prosperity, we 
choose to welcome those who come from distant lands to labor in 
our fields and our warehouses.

 ● In the midst of political debates which seek to divide us between 
those who are born here and those who are not, we choose 
welcome, a welcome for all children of God, proclaiming one 
household.3

When we challenge exclusion and othering, and when we practice 
hospitality that crosses over boundaries, we may be criticized and even 
imprisoned if it requires breaking unjust laws. Sadly, some of that criticism 
will come from within our own families and communities. Some of it will 
come from outside our community. Some people who challenge exclusion 
and othering will lose their jobs. When we refuse to build walls between 
God’s children, and when we advocate for God’s extravagant welcome of all 
people no matter who they are, we put ourselves in a vulnerable position 
because these actions confront religious and political power. God can 
strengthen us for this task, because care for the vulnerable and marginalized 
is so close to the heart of God, but we must not ignore the challenges and 
expect things to be easy. Following Jesus seldom is.

 
CONCLUSION: PURSUING CONNEC TION

In 2020, Good Morning America interviewed Chase Hansen, a ten-year-
old boy from Salt Lake City, who was passionate about caring for people 
experiencing homelessness. Chase and his father provided meals and have 
established a nonprofit called “Project Empathy.” In the interview, Chase 
recommended getting involved in person, rather than giving money, because 
then “you can create a connection, a bond.” When asked how to start, he 
suggested smiling, saying hello, introducing yourself, and talking. Then, he 
said, you can invite your conversation partner to a meal.4

3. “We Choose Welcome!” Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), www.presbyterianmission.org 
/we-choose-welcome/.

4. Good Morning America, January 23, 2020, https://abc.com/shows/good-morning 
-america/episode-guide/2020-01/23-thursday-jan-23-2020.

God can strengthen us for 
this task, because care for the 
vulnerable and marginalized is 
so close to the heart of God, 
but we must not ignore the 

challenges and expect things 
to be easy. Following Jesus 

seldom is.
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In the interview, Chase used the word connection several times. The 
Christian practice of hospitality creates a safe, open place for connection 
because we remember the ways God has connected with us. 

We remember that, after the resurrection, two dispirited disciples were 
walking from Jerusalem to their home in Emmaus. They were joined by  
a stranger, whom they invited into their home. At the meal, when the 
stranger broke bread, they suddenly recognized him as Jesus (Luke 24:13–35).  
In the same way, when Christians practice hospitality, we expect to meet 
Jesus in those we host and those who host us. When we do meet Jesus in 
friend, stranger, and enemy, we say with the disciples from Emmaus, “Were 
not our hearts burning within us?” (v. 32).

The definition of hospitality mentioned earlier sums up the themes of 
this unit: “Hospitality creates a safe, open place where a friend or stranger 
can enter and experience the welcoming spirit of Christ in another.”5 God is 
present in beautiful ways in small, easy, big, and hard acts of hospitality.

5. Adele Ahlberg Calhoun, Spiritual Disciplines Handbook (Downer’s Grove, IL: IVP 
Books, 2015), 161.
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