What was your first impression when you walked into this building for the first time? Maybe you were one of the people who built this building...who saw it grow from the ground up...who saw the worship centre extended and the Genesis hall added...but then the building was new...now it’s starting to show signs of aging.
Maybe you are someone who came later one. What was your first impression...wide open spaces...small chapel? When you first came to this congregation did you know anyone? Did you walk in cold, or did someone bring you? What did you find that made you want to stay?

I’d say if we did a poll today at churches all over Australia and asked them if they considered themselves to be a friendly place the vast majority would say “yes”: (I would be concerned if they said NO!)

Why is that? Because we all take seriously Jesus command to love each other...and that is something that is beginning to show as an early trend in some of the interview conversations that have been happening through the appreciative inquiry process. Friendship and fellowship is an important factor to many of the people in our church. But sadly some of us a are so good at being friends with each other – about looking after each other’s needs that we miss the fact that outside our little church community is another community, many of whom who don’t know Jesus...who God wants to extend that some type of hospitality that has drawn us into this place.

Today we are focusing in on Radical Hospitality as one of the key factors that bear fruit in congregation around the world.
Today we read about Jesus encounter with the woman on the Sabbath – that was radically outside the normal conventions of the day...he reached out and gave the woman what she needed – healing and wholeness...and was criticised for his efforts by the religious people of his day. How dare he “work” on a Sabbath...how dare he heal someone and set her free on a Sabbath when work was forbidden.

Now I have a question for you? Is extending hospitality to strangers and people in need something that is a chore to you...or is it something that comes naturally & spontaneously? 

Many years ago when Benji was a baby we were on an outreach in Europe...Sandra and I took a team of YWAMers via Jakarta to take a team of kids to the Netherlands and then Spain during the outreach for the Barcelona Olympics. After the Indonesian kids went home, we travelled from Spain to Switzerland and went and stayed with a friend in a village just outside of Zurich. There we stopped for a week, and were billet out and were going to go with Gook to the Alps to take a Scouting group on a hiking holiday. However, two ladies were sick and unable to travel and so we had to change out plans...but when Gook went away we were asked to leave the place we were staying. What we learned is that Gook’s family had taken time off work to look after us while we were there and would not let us stay at their house unattended...it was not part of the plan and they couldn’t change even though they still had beds.

So we were left without anywhere to stay and little resources in a foreign country – but for Gook who let us use the scout hall. Culturally hospitality was something that was planned...yet in my house if someone turned up at the door and there was no bed we just throw a mattress on the floor...

NO Jesus type of hospitality that reaches out to the sick and infirm, the widow, the orphan, the single mum, the homeless person – meets people at their place of need, regardless of conventions.
Hospitality can be defined as the desire to invite, welcome, receive and care for those who are strangers so they can find a spiritual home and discover for themselves the unending richness of Christ. It comes from a genuine love for others who are outside our community – reaching out with an openness and adaptability and a willingness to change in order to accommodate the needs and receive the talents of the newcomers.

The concept of hospitality is founded firmly in the bible – the Israelites were encouraged to welcome strangers because they were once stranger and foreigners as well...and so like the Israelites we too were once outside the faith and we belong to this congregation and know Jesus because someone extended hospitality to us. In Matthew 25:35 Jesus said “I was a stranger and you welcomed me” later that same chapter he says “just as you did this for the least of my family you did it for me.” Do you really believe this? Well how then would this change our behaviour towards strangers?
Like Jesus disciples we seem to be very good at drawing up boundaries and distinctions between peoples to keep them from Jesus...Yet Jesus continues to remind us that he radically steps outside of our boundaries to invite people in.

Just think of the lives that were changed when they encountered the hospitality of Jesus...when Jesus gave them more than they expected – people like Zachaeus – but Jesus welcome extends beyond the polite handshake that our welcomers may offer at the door – his type of intentional hospitality takes us outside our church community as the church on a mission.

But our hospitality is motivated from the heart of God...it starts in the place of prayer, and moves to practice that becomes a habit...motivate by the example and purposes of Jesus. The Apostle Paul wrote “welcome one another therefore, just as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God” (Rom 15:7)
The gracious gift of hospitality that we receive from Christ challenges us to offer the same welcome that we received form Jesus...

I’ve already said that when Sandra and I used to church shop we looked for hospitality – we looked for relationship – to be invited into a community – and that’s what happened. When someone came up to us and said “what are you doing for lunch... would you like to come with us” we always said yes...and every time we were received into someone home we stayed with that church community. They became our family.

Even though our neighbourhoods are filled with busy people – they are also filled with people who are desiring relationships – desiring friendship – community – a place to belong – and sense of identity and purpose. What do we have to offer, who can we compete with all the things that people can do today for entertainment? We can’t compete...but we can love...we can care...we show people the radical hospitality that changes lives – that meets people where they really need...we have so much to offer, because we have been given so much; and we can make a difference when we take the example and words of Jesus seriously.

