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Rev. Cindy Worthington-Berry 
UCCB 
March 9, 2014 
Make Yourself at Home:  Spiritual Practice of Hospitality 
 
Let us pray… 

 
So maybe you’ve heard about our new consultant at UCCB?  Martha Stewart – yes, the 
Martha Stewart – has agreed to volunteer her services at our church.  Apparently she had 
some sort of jailhouse-conversion to liberal Protestantism in 2005.  Martha heard about our 
Congregational Vitality trainings, with our focus on wanting to be a truly welcoming church, 
an inclusive community.  Martha feels that her skills as an expert in the art of entertaining 
can really help us with these goals.  We got her proposal just this morning, so I thought I’d 
share her plans with you.   
 
- Um, first of all Martha would like to organize the parking lot.  She’s done her research; 
she knows that if there isn’t parking available, people – especially new people – won’t feel 
welcomed.  She loves our Guest Parking spaces - thank goodness she didn’t inspect us 
before we got the nice, new, not-broken signs.  She does have some esthetic concerns.  
My dirty-and-aging Ford is going to be permanently relocated to the back of the town hall.  
She feels that hybrid vehicles best represent our mission to environmental stewardship, so 
Prius’ will get the front parking spaces, but they must be arranged according to color.  
There’s another page or so on the parking lot…   
 
- Let’s see, she’s glad we use nametags, she knows how important it is for people to learn 
each other’s names, but she doesn’t like the way the neck straps make a mess of the 
nametag rack... So she’s going to embroider each of us a scarf or tie with our name on it.  
She knows that’s a little formal for this congregation so she’ll offer embroidered fleece 
jackets as an alternative.  
 
- Oh, wow, then she starts on Coffee Hour.  Um, linen tablecloths of course, passed hors 
d’oeuvres, centerpieces relating to the sermon…  Oh, this is surprising.  Martha has heard 
that coffee hour can be difficult for new people – and not-so-new people: crossing the 
room, finding someone to talk to, balancing coffee and snacks with children slaloming 
between knees.  She has some suggestions about the kids that aren’t really very 
welcoming at all.  But she’s borrowed an idea from another church that she says will help 
people get to know each other in coffee hour.  Anyone who is new, and / or who’d like to 
meet people, can take a purple cup for their coffee and that will be a signal for others to 
come up and say hello.  Oh, she’s even included our supply of cups for this Sunday, the 
purple ones to invite introduction and conversation and the blue ones for everybody else.  
Here’s the blue ones (about 5) and the purple (200).  I guess she wants most of us to take 
a purple cup. 
 
Well, to tell you the truth, I’m not sure we’ll be keeping Ms. Stewart on as a consultant.  But 
Martha raises some great issues.  As I mentioned, there has been a lot of talk about UCCB 
as a welcoming place these past few months, especially on the heels of our vote to be an 
Open and Affirming congregation.  We know people need to feel welcomed, they need to 
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feel accepted, they need to feel valued.  “We” need, I mean, for these are universal needs:  
All of us need to feel welcomed, we need to feel accepted, we need to feel valued.  And 
not just once, but again and again and again.  We need to feel welcomed – there needs to 
be a parking space for us, room in the pews, a way to participate in worship without feeling 
lost or excluded by the choreography and verbiage.  We need to feel accepted – the 
radical particularity of our age, gender, marital status, sexual orientation, family structure, 
economic status, political party, theological leaning, all of it must be overtly embraced and 
not subtly rejected.  We need to feel valued – we need to be engaged on a deeper level 
over time; given a way to contribute, small or large; seen and appreciated for who we are.  
We need to be valued, accepted and welcomed, each and every one of us.  Which means 
that we in turn need to accept, welcome and value others, especially the newest people in 
our midst.   
 
Jennifer Royce, leader of the Deacon Team, has been holding these great, practical 
training sessions to help Greeters and Ushers and all of us think about what it’s like to be 
new and how to help people feel welcomed.  She’s offering such a session after worship 
today.  These are always uplifting conversations, and one recurring theme is how hard it 
can be to figure out how to be welcoming.  How do we reach out to a guest without making 
them feel overwhelmed?  How do we connect with people we don’t know, especially if that 
makes us anxious?  How do we deal with the challenges and changes a new person might 
bring?  It’s one thing to say we want to be welcoming, it’s another thing to figure out what 
that means, and do it. 
 
As you’ve heard, this Lenten season our worship services are focusing on spiritual 
practices.  These are behaviors, attitudes or actions that help us move closer to God, 
create beloved community with one another, and grow toward becoming the person God 
created us to be.  By nature these practices tend to be things that are relatively simple - 
not a pilgrimage to Mecca, but a journey into one’s self.  But just because they are simple, 
doesn’t mean they are easy.  Gratitude, contemplation, being creative, these are the kinds 
of things we do over and over again, building up spiritual muscles, peeling back layers of 
ourselves, deepening life-giving grooves in our souls.  And if all of those fluffy spiritual 
metaphors don’t work for you, have no fear, for the word “practice” is related to the word 
“practical” for good reason.  These practices often come with useful, tangible benefits - 
reduced blood pressure, better relationships, ability to deal with setbacks.  We’re 
beginning with Hospitality, the act of being hospitable, like the German word for hospitality 
that means “friendship for the guest”.  Practical benefits here include connecting to people 
who will bless us, a growing church, and world peace. 
 
Hospitality is hard.  As hard as walking up to someone you don’t know and introducing 
yourself.  As hard as stepping away from a circle of comfortable friends to start a 
conversation with a visitor.  As hard as bringing someone new into your community 
knowing that their views and ideas and ways will be different, will change things, might 
even make you uncomfortable.  As hard as making room for people you’re not even sure 
you’re going to like.  In order to be hospitable, we have to do risky things, and we have to 
recognize that there may be risky consequences as well.  I’m not just talking about coffee 
hour:  hospitality is also how we consider and connect with people we don’t know at work 
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and in the neighborhood, how we deal with people who are different from us, how we as a 
society respond to those we consider “foreign”. 
 
I realize that there might be some folks uncomfortable right now because you are sitting 
next to someone you don’t know and you meant to introduce yourself but got distracted 
and now you’re going to spend the whole sermon feeling guilty.  Well we don’t want that.  
So let’s introduce ourselves to each other, then we can relax.  The most common obstacle 
to greeting potential new people that I hear about is “What if they are not new, and I 
introduce myself to someone I’ve already met 25 times?”  So I will now share with you my 
magic formula for greeting people:  “Good morning!  Have we met?  I’m Rev. Cindy.”  The 
worst thing that happens is that the person says, “Yes, Rev. Cindy, we have met, I’m…”  
The second most common obstacle to connecting to people that I’ve heard is “I can’t 
remember anyone’s name.”  Here is my magic formula for greeting people whose names I 
can’t remember:  “Good morning!  I’m so sorry, I’ve forgotten your name for the 12th time.  
Would you take pity on me and remind me?”  I know, it’s pretty high-tech stuff, there was a 
whole seminary course on this kind of thing.  How many of you think that you are the only 
one in coffee hour who doesn’t know hardly anybody?  How many of you think that you are 
the only one in coffee hour who feels uncomfortable?  How many of you think you in 
particular hate to go up to new people?  It’s not universal, but it’s definitely more than 
average.  (greet each other...) 
 
Of course, hospitality is more than just being a friendly place on Sunday mornings.  Let’s 
scratch the surface and go a little deeper.  We talk about welcoming “visitors” or “guests”, 
but some very old part of us hears “strangers”, even “enemies”.  Practicing hospitality 
requires that we cross some of the boundaries between “us” and “them”, and dismantle 
some of the barriers we’ve built to keep out “the other”.  Practicing hospitality means 
considering ideas that seem very foreign, and accepting that “our way” is most certainly 
not the “only way”.  Practicing hospitality means opening ourselves to the possibility of 
being changed.  
 
That’s why I think it’s helpful to consider hospitality to be a spiritual practice, a sacred act.  
The scripture passages in this morning’s Call to Worship were from four different religious 
traditions, and you could find similar verses in the sacred texts of most of the world’s 
religions.  It is a fundamental religious and spiritual value to welcome the stranger, to make 
room at the table, to share what we have.  In Christian tradition this is often referred to as 
“building the Beloved Community”; God has welcomed, accepted and valued each of us 
just as we are, and desires that we be connected to each other and to God, and so we are 
doing God’s work when we similarly welcome, accept and value each other.  And the small 
acts of hospitality that we perform in our day-to-day lives are glimpses of God’s kindom, 
paradise, utopia, a world in which all people are equally welcomed, accepted and valued, a 
time and place in which openness and connection to the other is universal.  
 
We have all been the stranger, in need of being welcomed.  Take a moment to think of a 
time that was true for you:  maybe the first time you came to this church, or started a new 
job, or went to a new school.  Can you recall that feeling that everybody else knew each 
other, the sense that your feet and hands were too big for your body, that everybody could 
tell how uncomfortable you were?  Or maybe that’s just me…  No, we’ve all been “the new 
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kid” at some point, and most of us have at one time or another even experienced the 
feeling of exclusion, of being outside.  To be welcomed is a basic human need.  And yet it 
also seems to be a basic human response to fear the stranger.  Ana Pineda writes 
(Practicing Our Faith):  “fear of ‘the strange one’ has a long history in human societies.  
The stranger seems to portend danger – sometimes of physical harm, but also because 
the stranger represents the unknown, a challenge to the familiar constructs of our personal 
world.  And so we human beings try to keep strangers at a distance; we avoid risky 
encounters or we try to neutralize the stranger’s power in order to protect our own.”   
 
Consider the intense reaction many people in our country have regarding immigrants, both 
undocumented and with papers.  I often hear not just concern for following laws, but anger, 
even hatred, toward these “invaders” from other lands, and some speak of undocumented 
immigrants as if they were less-than-human.  Such a response can stem in part from a 
feeling that resources are scarce, but even more from the sense that these people are 
irredeemably “other”, with their strange foods and weird names and unwillingness to speak 
“our” language.  
 
In the face of such fear, to offer hospitality is a radical, sacred act.  Again, Pineda writes, 
“To welcome the stranger is to acknowledge him as a human being made in God’s image; 
it is to treat her as one of equal worth with ourselves – indeed, as one who may teach us 
something out of the richness of experiences different from our own.” Thomas Ogletree 
puts it this way:  “To offer hospitality to a stranger is to welcome something new, 
unfamiliar, and unknown into our life world… Strangers have stories to tell which we have 
never heard before, stories which can redirect our seeing and stimulate our imaginations.  
The stories invite us to view the world from a novel perspective.”  To practice hospitality is 
to counteract society’s tendency to be hostile and critical:  it requires that we begin from 
the assumption that the other is good, whole, holy, rather than dangerous, less-than and 
bad.   
 
Hospitality as a spiritual practice is less like an elegant, sit-down dinner with the food and 
wine carefully chosen, and more like a potluck where everybody brings what they have to 
share.  You don’t know who is coming, what they’re bringing, or how the different dishes 
will play off each other.  But you trust that everyone will be fed.  Including, and especially, 
the one who starts out as host.  The power of hospitality includes the likelihood that the 
host will become the guest, and the guest will become the host, for the guest will bring 
unexpected and beautiful gifts.  The circle of mutual hospitality embraces and transforms 
all who enter it.  
 
Rabbi Rami Shapiro says that the practice of hospitality is essential to the spiritual life.  “It 
reminds you that you are part of a greater whole…Putting others first puts you in the midst 
of life without the illusion of being the center of life.”  Other writers declare that it is by 
showing hospitality to others that we receive the very presence of God (Long, Keifert).  
Remember the scripture passage in our Prayer of Invocation:  In showing hospitality to 
strangers, we have entertained angels without knowing it…  When welcoming the poor and 
the hungry, we have welcomed God…  As Patrick Keifert writes:  “When…biblical 
characters encounter the stranger face-to-face, they encounter not only another person 
who cannot be reduced, without remainder, to analogies of themselves, but they encounter 
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the ultimate Stranger, the Irreducible Other, God.”  When we practice hospitality, inviting 
another person in, we are actually inviting God in, into our hearts and lives. 
 
We call hospitality a spiritual “practice” for a reason, because it’s hard work, because it 
takes “practice” to become hospitable.  This doesn’t come naturally to us, says Ana 
Pineda:  “Hospitality is made up of hard work undertaken under risky conditions, and 
without structures and commitments for welcoming strangers, fear crowds out what needs 
to be done…  In the face of overwhelming human need for shelter and care, and in the 
face of our own fear of strangers, we need to develop ways of supporting one another in 
the practice of hospitality.” 
 
That’s one of the great things about being in a community of faith; here we practice the 
best of what it means to be human.  So here we practice hospitality, and build skills that 
we can take with us out into our homes, our workplace, the rest of the world. 
 
But how to get started?  You heard Martha’s ideas, and she’s got some good ones.  We 
can leave the spaces in the parking lot for first-time visitors.  We can move over to make 
room in our favorite row.  We can institute programs about different cups for newcomers.  
In my first church they instituted a five-minute rule:  the first five minutes of coffee hour you 
had to spend talking to someone you didn’t know.  But more than any programmatic effort, 
we each need to make hospitality our own personal responsibility, we each need to take 
on the practice of hospitality ourselves.  We can to go up to each other, look each other in 
the eye, reach out a hand.  We can look around and see who looks uncomfortable or 
lonely or lost, and know that it’s our job to do something about that.  We can feel our 
anxiety come up in the presence of someone new, and breathe deeply, and smile.  We can 
risk being known, risk sharing what we have, risk being changed.  We can accept that the 
stranger will challenge us, will disagree with us, won’t even like us.  As Henri Nouwen puts 
it, we need to make room for each other, creating space for each other’s creativity, each 
other’s interpretation of God. 
 
We are all strangers here.  And when I say “here”, I don’t just mean UCCB, I mean here in 
the human community, here in this world, here in this life!  We are all immigrants and 
wanderers, our souls in need of a home.  It is together that we create a home on this earth, 
a home of beautiful variety, where all our brokenness is lovingly accepted, with room for 
everyone at the hearth.  This is the home of God’s dream, where the old tell stories and 
the young lead us in dance, where men sing songs of justice and women cry out blessings 
on each person, where the table is infinitely long and weighed down with the earth’s 
abundance, where the individual is valued but the group is holy, where each person looks 
in the eyes of another and greets the divinity within, where there is a knock on the door 
and one voice with many languages chimes through the universe:  “Welcome, stranger, 
please come in.”  Amen. 


