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 Our text contains a warning.  We'd better be careful when we give and receive 

hospitality, or when we fail to show it, because we might be letting in, or turning away, angels.  

May I tell you about an angel I once met. 

 40 years ago I worked for awhile as a teacher with MCC in a vast country in the middle 

of Africa called Zaire.  (Today it is the Democratic Republic of the Congo.)  The tiny village of 

Boga I lived in was far away from anywhere.  It was hard to get there.  The road was very 

bad.  Once you were in Boga, you pretty much stayed there. 

 In this school I had gotten to know a couple of my students, two guys, somewhat well.  

They lived about a 2-day walk away through the forest.  One holiday I decided to visit some 

other MCCers who lived in the same village of one those students came from.  I could have 

traveled by that slow bumpy road, but I decided to walk to this village with my student friends. 

 Before we left, I had the bright idea of getting a new pair of shoes.  Many of my 

students wore shoes that were made out of a hard plastic material.  They appeared to be nice, 

comfortable, so I decided to get a pair of shoes like theirs.  The afternoon came when the two 

students and I started our walk.  After a couple of hours, my feet began to hurt.  My bright 

idea was turning out to be a pretty dim idea, because these fancy new plastic shoes were 

generating a prolific crop of blisters.  But there was nothing to do but keep on walking.  So 

we continued through the forest, every step now becoming very painful. 

 Finally we came to the place where we would stop for the night.  It was the home of a 

pastor of a very small church that was out there, deep in the forest.  It was a simple home, 

typical of the villages in that remote part of Zaire, made out of mud for the walls and straw for 

the roof. 

 This Zairean pastor was surprised to see me arrive with my two students, because he 

was not used to seeing a white person out there deep in the forest.  What he did was to show 

me, and my two student friends, very great welcome and hospitality. 

 First, he brought us chairs to sit down on.  That was welcome, after our long walk.  

Then, he brought us some basins of water to wash in.  I believe that I used mine to soak my 

very sore, red and blistered feet. 

 Then--the thing I most remember--he made us some tea.  It was a big pot of hot, 

steaming tea, with milk and sugar.   Oh, did it taste good.  As the hot sweet tea flowed into 

my system, I felt my strength coming back.  I drank one cup, then another, then another.  

Even my sore feet began to feel a little better.  This pastor also gave us some food, too, and 

then a bed.  I remember the bed he gave me.  It was a simple bed, made out of wood, with 

straw for a mattress.  And on it there were sheets.  White sheets.  I know that this pastor 

used those sheets only for special guests.  The next day my students and I continued on 

through the forest.  When we finally reached our destination, my feet were so sore that for 

the next several days I could not walk on them.  What I remember most about that trip was 

the kindness and hospitality of that pastor.  Our texts tell us that when we host visitors, 

especially strangers, we just might be hosting angels.  That, too, can happen when we are 

shown hospitality, such as I received from that pastor.  If ever I have met angel, it was him.  



 What is the bottom line of the Christian faith? 

 I once was concerned about what the bottom line of the Christian faith was.  As an 

anxious young-adult believer at university, I wondered a lot about what it meant to be a 

Christian, whether I was one, and if I was, why I didn't feel like I was.  One day a distinguished 

Mennonite scholar came to our campus to give a series of lectures, so I decided to muster up 

my courage and ask him what being a Christian was at its heart all about.  "Sir, I have read, 

thought and prayed a lot.  But I still am not sure I really understand what it means to be a 

Christian.  What is it all about?"  The famous Mennonite theologian paused.  What would 

he reply, I wondered?  Believing the right things?  Salvation?  Being born again?  Going to 

church?  Going to heaven?  Finally he answered.  "I think you need to get out there and 

start loving.  That's what it's all about, that's the bottom line." 

 And love--nitty gritty, practical love--love which expresses itself in hospitality for each 

other in the church and beyond our own circle--is the note on which the letter to the Hebrews 

ends.  After many tedious chapters about priests and covenants and sacrifices, after a roster 

of faith heroes and rousing exhortations to run the race of faith after their example, the author 

brings the Christian faith all down to earth--not as a "by-the-way" postscript, but as its climax:  

"Keep on loving each other as sisters and brothers.  Show hospitality to strangers.  

Remember those in prison."   

 That's what it's all about, that's where the integrity of belief in Jesus and worship rituals 

and church attendance is proven, that's the bottom line.  And the writer of Hebrews is not 

talking about vague sentimental generalizations, like "loving humanity," or "loving the world."  

Rather, the author has in mind nitty-gritty, precise, specific acts of hospitality toward others.  

Kind of like the bumper sticker that reads, "Forget about World Peace....Use Your Turn Signal!"  

Love and hospitality needs to become incarnate in us specifically and concretely, where we live 

every day. 

 And the first place where hospitality should be found is within the community of faith.  

Hence the writer's first admonition:  "keep on loving each other as sisters and brothers."  

The word for love used here is "philadelphia," love of your friends, of your kin, of your own 

kind.  Mind you, the "philadelphia" toward "your own kind" extends beyond just our biological 

families.   I heard about a church where there was someone in need.  An appeal was made 

to the congregation to help them.  One member replied, "Why are you asking me to help 

them?  They have their family."   

 And our author would say, "Yes, yes, they have their natural family, but in the church, 

'philadelphia' crosses human family lines, creating a new family."  It was the early church's 

practice of mutual aid and love beyond their own human families that prompted critics to 

remark, "See how these Christians love one another."   

      And this "philadelphia" also spills over the edges of this family of Christ.  Hence 

admonition #2:  "Do not forget to entertain strangers....for, by showing such hospitality, some 

people have entertained angels without knowing it."  Our English word "hospitality" comes 

from the Latin hospes, meaning stranger, or guest.  Henri Nouwen, the late Dutch priest and 

author of many books on the spiritual life, writes that "hospitality" is a lot more than "soft 

sweet kindness, tea parties, bland conversations, and a general atmosphere of coziness."  

Hospitality means creating space--safe space--for guests, for strangers.  And creating space for 

guests and strangers can involve risk.   



 When I lived in Altona, MB, the pastor of the Mennonite church I attended took a risk of 

hospitality.  Late at night, coming home, he found a man he didn't know outside his house.  

The man seemed disoriented, and my pastor's questions to him about who he was and what he 

was doing yielded no coherent answers.  So my pastor took this stranger inside the house.  

He gave him some food, and found a place for him to sleep.  In the morning he put him on a 

bus to Winnipeg.  That act of hospitality took some courage, not least because there were 

four children in the home. 

 But that's part of hospitality.  Creating a safe space, perhaps at some risk, not only for 

our friends, and the people we talk to and huddle with after church, but also a safe space for 

those who are not our own, who are different, who are the stranger.   

 In the Greek NT, the word "hospitality" is made up of two words--"philos," or love of 

your own kind, and "xeno," stranger.  "Philoxeno," love of stranger.  Or today, given the crisis 

dominating the news, we could say that "hospitality" means love of "migrant," or love of 

"refugee."  If you've been watching the news at all lately, you know that there is a great crisis 

of migrants in Europe, who pay thousands of dollars to smugglers to get them out of places of 

war and suffering.  That crisis was epitomized last week by the body of that Syrian toddler 

washed up on a Turkish beach, a photo that went viral.  The crisis in some places is generating 

"xenophobia," fear of strangers.  The crisis is a also a good opportunity for the church to 

practice philoxeno, "hospitality, love of strangers, love of immigrants."   

 And then our Hebrews author issues a third admoniton:  "Remember those in prison, 

as though you were in prison with them."  In other words, extend the circle of your hospitality 

still wider to include not just your friends, or victims of war, but also those who bear the scar of 

social disgrace, who suffer the stigma of rejection.  Eye-witness reports from the early church 

talk about how Christians bribed jailers to go into prisons to spend the night with those inside, 

bringing meals, leading worship.  Today the admonition to show hospitality to prisoners might 

extend to others who are abused, mistreated, deprived, those who have experienced little 

kindness in their lives, to those who have offended, those who live on the margins of "proper" 

society.  Why, why care for such people, why take such risk?  Well, Moses told Israel, 

"Remember, you were a stranger and a sojourner and God took you in.  Now, go and show 

that same hospitality to the guest, the newcomer, the stranger in your midst."  And Jesus, too, 

suggests that hospitality toward those in need is the bottom line of knowing him.  Near the 

end of Matthew's gospel, he says, "I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you 

gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was a prisoner, and you 

came to me."   

 In his book Mennonite Exodus, the late Mennonite historian Frank Epp narrates the 

several migrations of Mennonites from Russia to Canada.  There are a lot of stories there how 

Mennonites in Canada opened their doors to take in refugees from the upheavals in Russia.  

Some of us may be here today because our relatives were shown that hospitality.    

 But there's one more thing.  Lest these admonitions to show hospitality feel like 

another "should," an unwelcome duty, we might remember that doing so can bring surprises.  

As Abraham learned, when he opened his door to those two strangers, the chances are pretty 

good--I'd say at least 50-50, if not more-- that in opening our space to let others in, we too will 

be taking in an angel from God.  Angels usually bring blessings.  And blessings, too, are part 

of the bottom line. 


