Fruitful Practices: Radical Hospitality
Romans 15:5-7, 13

Steve Stone was just trying to be a good neighbor.
When the pastor learned that a local mosque had bought property across the street from his church in Cordova, Tennessee, he decided to show a little Southern hospitality.

A few days later, a signed appeared in front of Stone’s church. It read: “Heartsong Church welcomes Memphis Islamic Center to the neighborhood.”

That small act of hospitality was the start of an unlikely friendship between the two congregations. Over the past two years members of the mosque and the church have shared meals, worked together at a homeless shelter, and developed relationships.

The mosque’s leaders actually had hoped their new building would fly under the radar and not get the kind of attention mosques in other parts of the country have gotten. They wanted to mind their own business and worship in peace and quiet.
But once they saw the sign, leaders from the mosque called Stone and asked if they could meet. That first meeting led to others. Leaders of the mosque invited church members to several programs, and gradually friendships developed between members of the two congregations.

During a meeting in the summer of 2010, mosque leaders posed a question. Construction was going slowly at the Islamic Center, and the leaders were concerned the building wouldn’t be ready in time for Ramadan. Would Heartsong allow them to hold prayers in their church building?

“We were hoping to use a classroom or one of the rooms for the children’s program,” recalls Bashar Shala, a cardiologist at the Memphis Heart Clinic and a member of the Islamic Center’s board of trustees. Instead, church leaders offered the use of the church’s main auditorium—a multipurpose room that looks like a cross between a barn and big-box store and is used for a variety of activities in addition to worship.

The offer took members of the mosque by surprise. Some felt uncomfortable using the worship space. They feared they’d be overstepping their  welcome.

But during Ramadan, members of the church served as greeters for the evening services so their Muslim neighbors would feel welcome.

Beth Ewing, a member of Heartsong and a director at FedEx, says that opening the building for Ramadan was the Christian thing to do. “For them to use our building is a natural extension of being good neighbors,” she says. “They needed a place because their place wasn’t done. They asked for a day or two, and it ended up being the whole of Ramadan.”

Not everyone at Heartsong agreed with the decision.

Lee Raines, a blues musician, was dead set against it. He admits he had a negative opinion of Muslims at first. He thought of Islam as a “religion of hate” that had no place in the church. He wanted nothing to do with Muslims or their prayers.
He brought his concerns to the pastor and other church leaders. Then he read the story of the Good Samaritan in Matthew’s gospel. “Love your neighbor,” he says. “That’s it.”

Raines changed his mind, but about twenty church members didn’t. They left once the Ramadan prayers started. Among them were several close friends of Beth Ewing and her husband, Duane. Duane says he was disappointed to see his friends leave the church—and sad for them, as well. “They’ve missed so much,” he adds.

Having close ties to the mosque has allowed church members to make friends with Muslims and to deal with their fear of Islam. They know more about the faith of their Muslim friends, who are doctors and lawyers and other professionals trying to provide for their families and make the Memphis area their home.
Now the church and the mosque are making plans for a new park that will sit on both congregations’ property. Heartsong and the Islamic Center each will donate three to four acres to the project.

Heartsong’s pastor says: “They are very clear that they are Muslims. We are very clear that we are Christians. But we are trying to do something together for the good of the community.”


Steve Stone thought he was just trying to be a good neighbor. But he and members of his congregation have lived out the very definition of hospitality offered by the theologian Henri Nouwen.
Nouwen said that “hospitality means primarily the creation of a free space where the stranger can enter and become a friend instead of an enemy. Hospitality is not to change people, but to offer them space where change can take place.”

It’s a definition I think the Apostle Paul would have liked.
In his letter to the Christians at Rome, he urged them to live in harmony and to welcome one another as Christ had welcomed them. In that letter he also encouraged them to “extend hospitality to strangers.”
The word Paul used for “hospitality” literally means “love of strangers.” It comes from the Greek words philos and xenos. It’s the opposite of xenophobia—a fear of strangers.

Extending hospitality was the culmination of Paul’s list of ways to share God’s grace. In the context of the early church, extending hospitality meant far more than shaking hands or offering a word of greeting.

Hospitality was a necessary practice—as new believers escaped persecution and traveled to spread the good news. Early Christians often welcomed strangers into their homes and shared meals with them. The practice of hospitality was woven into the daily life of those communities of faith.

For us today, hospitality may seem more optional. We’re not a persecuted minority who are threatened because of our faith. We don’t have to depend on the hospitality of others for our life,

Yet there’s something life-giving about hospitality—even today. I hope each of us has experienced how it feels to receive hospitality. To be graciously welcomed and accepted regardless of where we are along our journey. To be known by name and recognized for who we truly are. To be invited to share in a life beyond our own.

But there’s another life-giving aspect to hospitality. We experience it when we practice hospitality—both as a congregation and as individuals.

Rabbi Harold Kushner says he’s convinced that—just as our bodies are made so that certain kinds of diets and activities are healthy for us and other kinds are toxic—our souls are made so that certain kinds of activities make us healthy.

Have you had ever gone out of your way to do something nice for someone and ended up feeling really good—somehow light and cheerful? It’s as though we get a glimpse of how we’re supposed to live as humans.

It’s a bit like those television commercials in which someone does something good for a stranger, which inspires someone else, until there’s a cascade of good deeds touching unsuspecting people throughout the day. Each of us can make the world a different place by the generous things we do.

We also can make ourselves different people. Studies done at Duke University Hospital have shown that cheerfulness, honesty, and generosity are literally good for us. They make us healthier.

But there’s something more. Something the early Christians understood.

They didn’t just practice hospitality because it offered them protection. They practiced it out of a deep belief that they’d once been strangers to whom God had offered an unconditional welcome. In response, they were to extend that same welcome to others.
According to the preacher and professor Tom Long, “When we extend hospitality to one another, the temperature of strangeness, loneliness, and alienation between people is lowered. We were once aliens. We were strangers to grace. And now we have been brought close to God through Christ and he now calls us friends. For that reason, we offer hospitality to each other, and we create a welcome space for guests so they meet God and God in us. The hospitality we show is a reflection of God’s gracious character.”

When individuals—and congregations—practice hospitality, they’re intentional about it. It becomes the norm for how they live as the people of God. That norm involves such gifts as mercy, love, compassion, and forgiveness. They all become woven into a person or congregation’s life and a part of a lived-out response to God’s grace.


Last year our congregation had the opportunity to welcome two families who were connected to the Naval War College. Missy and Chris and their sons and Angela and Les and their daughters came to us as strangers but left us as friends.


 After these families moved away, I learned that both had received a special gift of hospitality from someone within our church family. A gift that made an impression and a difference.

Maybe without even knowing it, Andy Brown had practiced hospitality. He got to know these families—from their names to where they grew up to where they’ve lived and served. And he helped them feel welcomed and accepted.

Not long ago Andy stopped by my office to thank me for mailing him some photos the families had taken with him before they left. I shared some of the stories they’d told me about him. I told Andy that he had a special place in their hearts.

With tears in his eyes, Andy said, “And they have a special place in my heart.”

At the end of the day, maybe that’s what hospitality really is about. Making room in our hearts for others—and then welcoming them into that place and holding them there. As a result, our hearts become larger and more capable of loving both God and others.

On this Sunday that we call Welcoming Sunday and on which we continue to grapple with how to live as God’s people a decade after the attacks of 9/11, may we risk opening our hearts and practicing hospitality. Amen.
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