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Keep on loving each other. Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some people have entertained angels without knowing it.

                 Corey had just moved to Adelaide from the country. He didn't know a soul and hadn't lived away from home before. Come the weekend, his flatmates had their own plans. On Saturday he drove around the city beaches. He had a quiet tea by himself and went to bed early. It's now Sunday morning. His parents had encouraged him to make contact with a Lutheran Church somewhere. Going on his own where everybody would be strangers to him he thought was daunting, but he was prepared to give it a go. Someone had informed him that there was a church on Muller Rd at Greenacres and on his Saturday driving around he had noted that there was a service at 10.00a.m.. Arriving at 9.45 he thought from his country experience that most people would be there already and gradually going inside to prepare themselves by browsing through the  readings for the day. Instead he found himself among the first arrivals. Those who were there just stood around at stared at him, so he thought he'd venture in. There was real ray of hope, for a friendly pastoral carer welcomed him, got him to sign the visitor's book and introduced him to a few other people. However, nobody asked if he'd like to sit with them. So he slipped in by himself, looked around and hoped to goodness he wasn't sitting in somebody else's regular seat. He enjoyed the service. It was slightly different from what he was used to which kept him on his toes. At least, because power point was used, he didn’t have to hop from the order of service in the service book to one of the pages in the bulletin and then  back to the service order again and then to the hymnbook.. And he was so grateful that he didn’t have to sit the whole time like he did in the last suburban congregation he attended. Other things puzzled him like not using the Nicene Creed when it was a communion service, but maybe that was just a once off,  he thought. . He read that after the service he could get a cup of coffee and meet some people ‑ maybe his own age. But nobody took him to where the coffee was and apart from the odd glance in his direction, he mostly saw the backs of people who all seemed to know each other and who were by now in several groupings, probably thinking they were a friendly group. Ah, he spotted the coffee and decided to help himself, hoping that would be ok. It wasn't much fun drinking on his own though, so he eventually tipped the rest in some bushes and headed for the car. Goodness knows what he'd do for the rest of the day.  If only he had a family. If only he knew somebody. Should he try again next week? Or, go windsurfing? Or, try another church?

                   It happens all the time, doesn't it? People arrive and try us out. Some happily so, but others – well, perhaps they are different (maybe a bit odd)  and so is their experience.
                  The shifting is not new. There's a drought in Israel and Naomi shifts to Moab and lives the life of a stranger. A drought happens in Canaan and Jacob becomes a stranger in Egypt. It can be a tough life ‑ this life as a stranger. The stranger IS a stranger. If you don't know him or her or what he or she represents, they can be seen as a threat, leaving us afraid or at least wary. In some society the word for stranger was the same as the word for enemy. The easiest way of handling him was to kill him. On the goldfields in the early days of Australian white history, peaceful Chinese diggers would be attacked. Not only were they strangers, but they also looked like strangers.

                 There has also always been another possibility ‑ the bridging of the gap with the stranger by trust and welcome hospitality. In such cultures the stranger is very special indeed. He or she is a guest and obligations to such a one can be stronger than obligations to one's own family. I can think of a couple who in the late 1940s and into the 50s fed and housed one family of European migrants after another. There was always special cooking. The stranger would be asked if he or she wanted another helping, while the children had been schooled not to ask. Only if there was enough, only after the stranger and guest could they hope for more. To assume otherwise would mean a kick under the table and a telling off after the stranger had gone.

                  In the Old Testament the treatment of the stranger varied. One prophet complains  

“the people oppress the poor and needy and mistreat the stranger, denying him justice.”
 There was nobody to take up his or her cause ‑ no family, no friend, no ties. But God defended the stranger. One of his men could say to Israel:
“when a stranger lives with you in the land, do not mistreat him. He must be treated as one of your native born. (as an insider, not an outsider). Love him as yourself, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.” 
You know what it is like. You then had the jobs that nobody else wanted.  Laws were made that in harvesting it was once through the paddock or vineyard and that's all. The missed stuff was for the widows, the poor and the strangers who had no land and so no income. God, we are told in Deuteronomy
“defends the cause of the widow and fatherless He loves the stranger giving him food and clothing. And you (it goes on) are to love the stranger.” 
 Even stronger is the word of Jesus Christ in the parable of the judgement. 
“I was a stranger he said, and you invited me in, for whatever you did to the least of them, you did for me.” 
 He meets us in the person of the stranger so that every kindness to the stranger is a kindness to him.

                  Do not forget to entertain strangers. Abraham didn't. When 3 people arrived on his doorstep he said:
“let a little water be brought that you might all wash your feet and rest. Let me get you something to eat so that you might be refreshed”
and then, in what today brings a smile, the record says
 “he hurried into the tent to Sarah his wife saying: Quick, bake some bread.” 
 Job could say to his credit
“No stranger had to spend the night in the street. My door was always open to the traveller,”
 and the first generation of Christians got the message so clearly that by the mid 4th century in one city alone the congregation provided every day for 3,000 widows, sick people and strangers.

                     What of us? Do not forget to entertain strangers. Many of us certainly entertain. We have friends over. We have family over. But then comes the disturbing word of the Lord in the gospels
 “If you love or care for those who love you, what credit is that to you?  Even the pagans do that. And if you do good to those who do good to you, what credit is that to you. They do that.” 
What about adding his word: 
“When you put on a feed invite the poor, the crippled, the lame and the blind, and you will blessed although they cannot repay you.”
                          Do not forget to entertain strangers. What can we really do?  We can in the first place recall that there is a sense in which we are ourselves strangers. All of us by the very nature of our calling are sort of misfits in society with no permanent home here and always seeking the one that is to come. 

                           We can recall that every meeting of the stranger is a meeting of Christ himself. 
                            We can recall that the God of Psalm 23 prepares a table for US, anoints OUR head etc.

                       Last but not least, we can recall that Jesus himself is the host or entertainer. In parable after parable he is the one who throws a banquet. He invites the strangers, the sick and the lame. He serves them, he washes their feet and for his guests he dies.

                      There may well have been a time when we were strangers to God. But he invited us to share his meal of celebration and life. He washed us in holy baptism and fitted us out in new clothes. He has nourished us with his holy word and refreshed us. He has supplied everything to enable us to come to the Father and share in the feast.  He is the one who says to us. Do not forget! Do not forget to entertain! Do not forget to entertain strangers. Some years ago a young  couple, students from Singapore, were part of our fellowship but then moved to the other side of the city. They turned up there in a small congregation of elderly people where the music was dull and old hat and the congregation seemed to lack energy. The first Sunday an elderly couple invited them to lunch. The following Sunday they were invited to read the lessons. And, you guessed it, they kept worshipping there. The next time a stranger turns up here, how will we respond? In which of our homes will he or she be welcome? Of all the mouths here, which ones will offer the smile and make welcome?
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