
 

 

 
 

 
The concept of hospitality has changed down the centuries. For most of us today it conjures up shared 

meals with friends or the ‘hospitality industry’, hotels and restaurants – places where people ‘buy 

hospitality’. This latter picture is perhaps as far as you can get from the original meaning of hospitality. 

Hospitality is about our relationship with God and calls us to welcome and care for ‘those who are 

strangers, enemies, or distressed, without regard for reciprocation’ (Sutherland, 2006, xiii). 

Hospitality is a theme which runs through the Bible. In the Old Testament, the law and the prophets 

challenge us to consider hospitality in its widest sense as care for the orphan, the widow and the alien, the 

most vulnerable in society, ‘strangers and the distressed’. Strangers are to be at the heart of religious 

festivals (Deuteronomy 16:9-12), and the widow and the alien are to have their share of the harvest 

(Deuteronomy 24:19-21). The people of Israel are constantly reminded of their own history as strangers 

and exiles in the land of Egypt who were rescued by God. 

Hospitality is key to the way Jesus lived. He is often shown sharing food with those considered outsiders by 

the respectable religious people of the day and he is unambiguous about offering hospitality without 

strings: 

‘But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind. And you will 

be blessed, because they cannot repay you, for you will be repaid at the resurrection of the 

righteous. (Luke 14:12-14)’ 

He pushes the boundaries even further in the parable of the Good Samaritan: in answer to the question, 

‘Who is my neighbour?’ Jesus responds, ‘Everyone’. 

Perhaps one of the most challenging passages around hospitality is found in Matthew 25: 31-40, where 

people are judged because of what they did or did not do for others. The key phrase seems to be ‘When did 

we see you?’ The implication is that if they had known it was Jesus they would have treated the person 

differently. How we see people is crucial to the way we treat them. 

Hospitality is central to the early church community in Acts who would ‘sell their possessions and goods 

and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need’ (Acts 2:45). Paul, who himself depended on the 

kindness of strangers, encouraged the early church to extend hospitality to those who needed it (Romans 

12:13).  

However, our actions don’t have to be as radical as the Acts model to be effective. A church in North 

Yorkshire began a craft group, somewhere people could come to chat over coffee while knitting or sewing. 

A newcomer who had moved into the community to access sheltered housing joined the group and soon 

became a regular. After about six months they arrived at the group with a birthday cake to share and told 

them, ‘You’ve saved my life’. When they had felt lonely and a stranger, coffee, conversation and relaxing 

together had made a real difference. In another village, a newly bereaved man was able to come and share 

in the Christmas lunch knowing his tears would be understood and there would be friends to talk to. 

Sometimes as churches we can be almost embarrassed about the coffee mornings and lunch clubs we hold 

as if they are somehow not important. However, an increase in loneliness and isolation means a place  
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where people feel truly welcome with space to talk over good quality refreshments can be a lifeline. We 

need to claim these events as spaces of true hospitality, where everyone is welcome and which focus on 

the needs of the guests rather than the convenience of the hosts. It requires us to seek out those who 

really need hospitality, rather than just catering for people like us. 

Given our society’s increasingly toxic narrative around strangers, the challenge of hospitality and welcome 

seems particularly relevant at the moment. Anyone perceived as different because of their skin colour or 

language can be cast as ‘other’, to be feared or bullied. If we allow strangers to be seen as ‘not like us’, then 

we run the risk that we will not treat them properly. Challenging both stereotyping and scapegoating is an 

important part of what it means to offer hospitality and welcome. It may not always make us popular but if 

we are to take hospitality seriously Jesus reminds us that we cannot pick and choose who to welcome. 

As we offer a welcome to all without fear or favour we will find that we look into the face of Jesus: the 

lonely Jesus, the rejected Jesus, the despised Jesus. And these encounters will transform us each time they 

happen. 
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