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“Welcoming and Receiving” 

June 14, 2020 

Scripture:  Genesis 18:1-15, Matthew 9:35-10:13 

Twelve years ago, almost exactly 12 years ago, my first, maybe second Sunday as Pastor 

of this church, two men came to worship and talked to me afterward.  They were both members 

at Westminster Presbyterian Church down in Buffalo.  You may know them--Gerry Kelly and Al 

Ryan.  They came to talk to me about the possibility of North participating in a walk called the 

Walk of Abraham, which would begin here and make our way to the mosque on Heim Road 

about 5 miles away.  This was to be done during the month of Ramadan, the sacred month of 

fasting in Islam, and we were doing it in conjunction with a celebration that’s held during 

Ramadan at the mosque called the Table of Abraham.  So we’ll have the Abraham Walk and 

we’ll go and have a meal at the Abraham Table.   

The Abraham Table is a tradition in Islam that’s based on that reading from Genesis.  Of 

course, all three of our religions—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—trace our roots back to 

Abraham, so we’re called Abrahamic faith, and the Abraham Table is a place where hospitality 

is offered to all faiths during Ramadan at the meal called iftar, which breaks the fast at the end of 

the day at sundown during Ramadan.  It was explained to me that the table, you have to imagine, 

has four corners--so one corner is for Islam, one corner for Judaism, one corner for Christianity, 

and then the fourth corner for all others who wish to share in the meal.  It’s a wonderful tradition 

and, of course, the meal is always terrific, and I was sad this year we weren’t able to celebrate 

that like we have in the past.  But for the last 12 years we’ve been celebrating that meal during 

Ramadan, the Table of Abraham, all because at this particular point in Abraham’s story he 

entertains some guests who show up unannounced at his door out in the dessert. 

Hospitality is a central discipline and practice in much of the world.  It’s important in the 

ancient Near East, as we can read in scripture, I think mostly because of the need people had 

when they were traveling for some kind of refreshment.  They had to have access to water that 

might be available and they needed to have refreshment now and then, and the practice 

developed in the understanding that anybody could be in that position.  People were very 

nomadic in the ancient world, and traveling long distances with a caravan or with family was 

very common, and people relied on being welcomed, being received.  And so this practice 

developed, and in an honor and shame culture, to refuse to give hospitality would have been 

considered a very shameful act, something that no one would ever do unless they had some 

reason to be an enemy of the person seeking help; and, on the other hand, to reject hospitality, 

also a shameful thing to do.  It’s always important to accept the hospitality that’s offered.   

And so we have this example of Abraham; when these men show up at his tent door, he 

runs out to meet them, he offers his hospitality, and what he offers them (if you noticed in the 

reading) he offers a little bread and water, that’s all he offers.  They say fine, that’ll be great.  

And he runs off, he has Sarah kneed, it says, three seahs of flour, which a seah is about 7½ 

quarts, I believe, of flour.  So you’ve got a huge amount of bread being made.  Then he goes and 

he gets a calf and he prepares the calf.  So he actually sets before them this huge feast that then 

he steps back and enjoys watching them eat.  For him it’s a joy.  He doesn’t do it begrudgingly; 

he doesn’t do it out of a sense of obligation.  He was only obligated to give water and a little 

bread.  He does it because he enjoys being a servant to others.  And so Abraham shows us what it 
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means to act hospitably in the world, to welcome a stranger, to be willing to put out our best for 

anyone who might come along in need.  

In the Gospel reading, Jesus sends his disciples out with the same understanding that they 

will receive and accept hospitality along the way.  In fact, he tells them not to take anything with 

them.  They’re not even to take an extra pair of sandals, not even an extra shirt, no money, no 

walking stick.  Nothing at all that might help them on their way.  They have to rely entirely on 

the generosity of those they meet.  And so that image of leaving everything behind us, leaving 

behind everything that gives us security, to go out into the world and to rely on the generosity of 

others is, I think, a powerful image of discipleship.  We’re invited to go out and put our trust not 

just in God in an abstract way, but put our trust in God working through others around us.  It 

requires a sense of commitment to what we’re doing, but also an ability to trust, to trust those 

around us who can offer us what we need.   

And that’s what hospitality is all about.  It’s about trust. It’s about this sense of mutual 

understanding, mutual interdependence that we all experience, and putting that into practice in 

ways that are tangible, ways that provide what people need when they need it and not 

withholding generosity from certain ones because we don’t like the looks of them or from other 

ones because we don’t care much for their views.  But giving of ourselves always in the 

understanding that when we put our trust in others, then we will too receive in turn.  When 

hospitality diminishes in the world, we lose, really, that sense of trust.  In a world where we’re 

not sure about other people around us, we begin to put up defenses and obstacles to trusting and 

our own generosity is diminished as well.  In a world without hospitality there’s a social contract 

that gets broken, a social contract that really is the bedrock of civilization itself.  If we are to live 

in this world together, we have to find ways of interacting that are generous, that are caring, that 

recognize in the other our own need.   

Lately we’ve been watching a lot of the protests on TV for Black Lives Matter, protests 

against brutality and police forces around the country, protests against a system of racism in our 

country that fails to recognize the humanity of the other; that sees in the other only a commodity, 

only a resource.  And that world view is beginning to crumble; it’s beginning to give way.  Not 

just in our country, but all over the world.  I’ve seen images of people having Black Lives Matter 

marches in Dingle in Ireland, people in England bringing down statues to former slave traders.  

People all over the world are tired of living in a way that diminishes their sisters and brothers of 

color.  And the world is becoming, or could become, more hospitable as a result.  And when that 

happens, we realize that God’s presence is in our midst.  When we encounter strangers, we are in 

the presence of God, just as Abraham was as he discovers after welcoming these guests to his 

home.  He, too, is in God’s presence.  And when Jesus sends out his disciples, they take with 

them God’s kingdom—God’s kingdom has come near, they tell the people.  And they bring 

God’s presence into their midst.  That’s what practicing hospitality does.   

Today in the midst of a pandemic as I sit in here alone and you are in your homes 

shielded from the company of strangers, it can be hard to imagine what hospitality should look 

like.  Our fear during this time of others is heightened because we don’t know whether they’re 

carrying the virus, we don’t know if it’s safe to even shake hands with another person and, 

frankly, right now it’s not.  So practicing hospitality is something that we have to be very 

intentional about.  And so that’s why today after this sermon and after our affirmation of faith, 

we’re going to practice a little hospitality.  We’re going to celebrate something called an Agape 
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meal.  Now the Agape meal might look a lot like communion, but in fact is designed to welcome 

everyone regardless of what they believe about the elements of communion.  It has nothing to do 

with communion.  It is about sharing; it’s about becoming open to the other, welcoming them 

like we were welcomed at the Abraham Table at the mosque, welcoming anyone who is need of 

refreshment, anyone who is seeking to be fed. 

So, today we’ll be having an Agape meal.  So I invite you, if you haven’t already, to grab 

some pastries or a croissant or a biscuit or anything that you like that is sweet or savory, and a 

glass of water or juice, something refreshing, and get ready to share with those around you and 

share in this Agape meal.   

 Amen. 

 


