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OPENING WORDS

"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."
The need for shelter is a fundamental human need. None of us ever knows for sure when we might be uprooted and cast on the mercy of others. But how do we overcome our fear in order to welcome and shelter a stranger? The Christian practice of hospitality is the practice of providing a space to take in a stranger. It also encompasses the skills of welcoming friends and family to our tables, to claim the joy of homecoming.
Ana Maria Pineda INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.practicingourfaith.org/img/spacer.gif" \* MERGEFORMATINET 


— 
First Reading:From: Radical Hospitality July 10, 2005    
Unitarian Universalist Church of Berkeley ©Sonya Sukalski, UUCB Member 

There are times in our lives when a friendly and generous act has made all the difference.  When a loved one is lost either through death or separation.  When familiar surroundings are gone either by choice or by tragedy.  When society or the job seems alien and irrelevant.  There are times in our lives when the quality of friendship and generosity makes all the difference.  Sometimes it is as simple as the reassurance that for the next couple of moments everything will be all right. 

It is especially poignant for me when I have been out of my element.A few years ago, my husband, Mitch and I took a group of young adults to Transylvania.We were all traveling as pilgrims who were interested in Transylvanian Unitarianism, but without any concrete expectations of what we would encounter. We had been delayed for several hours at the Hungarian-Romanian border, and arrived in the village of Korond 7 hours late, well after bedtime. Despite the hour, we were met by three 4-wheel drive vehicles for the last 7 km over rough dirt roads. Finally, we arrived at 1 am in this small, remote farming village. It appeared that much of the village was there to meet us! There were fresh flowers in all the newly renovated rooms. We had a toast of plum brandy or palinka led by the president of the congregation, and then a high-energy tutorial about the most exciting technical innovation in the village.  We discovered with several villagers inside a modest bathroom that this guest-house had a hot-water scalder that used over 1,000 tiny flames to offer us an American shower. It was apparent that this was the first of its kind in the village.  Over the next few days, people were assigned to check in with us, bring food since the kitchen had not quite been finished, and to show us their lives.  We visited other farms, learned of a tractor with a 41 year pedigree, milked cows, and learned the challenges of Transylvanian village life.  Mitch happened to have his birthday during this time, and we were brought a new birthday cake and bottle of palinka every day of our 3 day stay.  

It was clear that conditions were harsh here, and yet, there was a generosity and friendliness toward us as guests that went beyond every day hospitality.  There was deep satisfaction for villagers and visitors alike in sharing the bounty of the earth, their connection with the land, and even the difficulty of post-communist and ethnically divided Romania.  None of us had expectations that we would see the world in the same way on any given topic, but through complicated translations, and just spending time together, we found a hope and inspiration from our connection that transcended boundaries.  For the time we were together, we were aware that the political environment was threatening, but while we were together, there was reassurance in that moment that there was the potential for everything to be alright.  We were able to comfort each other with our presence, our desire to understand each other, and it made a big difference.  Our reception in our partner village of Fenyokut-Palpataka taught me something about not just hospitality, but radical hospitality. 
A simple definition of hospitality is “the act, practice, or quality of receiving and entertaining strangers or guests in a friendly and generous way.”(1) #8741; 

Second Reading: Radical hospitality From a National Post article, 
Martha and the monks:
When people used to phone the monks at St. Benedict Monastery in Oxford, Mich., to ask if they had a mass that was open to the public, the monks were trained to reply, "Well, yes we do, but our mass is very early in the morning, and we're very hard to find. Have a blessed day." The monk who'd answered the call would then quickly put the phone down.. . . 

When the monks finally did overcome their introverted natures and started opening their doors to outsiders, the neighboring public in Michigan was invited to partake in the kind of hospitality Benedictine monks have been practicing for the last 15 centuries. It was a hospitality Lonni Collins Pratt says "just blew her away." It impressed her so much, the journalist and now good friend of Father Dan has spent the last year writing a book with him titled Radical Hospitality.

"The hospitality explored in this book is not the same kind you will learn about from Martha Stewart," Lonni and Father Dan write in Radical Hospitality. "Benedictine hospitality is not about sipping tea and making bland talk with people who live next door or work with you." It does not refer to hotels or cruise ships. It is not connected to entertaining friends and family in the warmth of candlelight with gleaming silver and ivory lace. Nor did it begin with Howard Johnson's and Good Housekeeping.

"Hospitality, as it has been practiced from ancient days, protected people from the dangers of traveling alone. In St. Benedict's day there were no safe and cheap shelters for travelers. Along the way people could be brutalized, robbed, wounded, or lost. In those days monasteries saved lives when they opened their doors to strangers." And when the monks of ancient days opened up their monastery and made room for someone who was not one of them, they, too, took a risk.

Sermon:
A concept which I first heard of from colleagues last spring, and then really let sink in during our denominations general assembly last summer is that of Radical Hospitality, Radical Hospitality, is the amazing welcome of guests from a deep rather than a superficial place in your being, or in our case the roots of our faith community. The distinction as I interpret it is that with radical hospitality we are talking about treating others as guests rather than visitors. As I see it guests are people we really value, we pull out the best china and the good linens, we make special foods and we delight in showing them around our homes. Visitors are those people, who stop by to drop off something, or who arrive unannounced and we are not so sure how we feel about them and we are kind of worried about how long they might stay and we wonder if they are going to expect to be fed…and since we hadn’t planned on them being there we aren’t sure if there will be enough.

Radical hospitality is about always being ready for the guests, and even more than that, it is the understanding that all who come are guests, to be given the warmest and most gracious welcomes we can muster. Achieving radical hospitality means we have to see the best in ourselves and others. Sonya Sukalski has this to say about radical hospitality: “Radical hospitality respects our differences.  Radical hospitality builds awareness of our common humanity.  Radical hospitality acknowledges that there are many good things in life to value.  Radical hospitality doesn’t have to make your values bad because they are at odds with my values.” 

Sukalski  goes on to list the “Elements of radical hospitality” which “include: 
1.     Nurturing mutual joy in the act of hospitality.  
2.     Building awareness of my own culture, beliefs and values. 
3.     Curiosity about the culture, beliefs, and values of the people around me. 
4.     Sharing through conversations and experiences with others about what matters to them. 

Part of what must occur for radical hospitality to be successful is that each and every member and longer time friend of the church, because we understand that for a variety of reasons people choose to be active in the life of the church sometimes very active in the life of the church for years without becoming members, must behave like a host.  So when I talk about the church, and who makes up the church and who needs to be involved for radical hospitality to become a reality I mean all of you who have found this a safe haven to return to time and time again, whether you have signed the membership book or just the guest book and you are the ones I am encouraging to become the hosts to the guests. Equally as important to remember however is that when we are hosting guests we are on our best behavior we treat each other as best we are able. We honor the inherent worth, and seek to find how we are connected in the interdependent web of all life, and which is also the network of community, especially healthy, successful and vibrant community.
One author writes in a review of the book Radical Hospitality "Hospitality is a lively, courageous, and convivial way of living that challenges our compulsion either to turn away or to turn inward and disconnect ourselves from others," write Father Daniel Homan, a Benedictine monk, and Lonni Collins Pratt, a journalist and retreat leader. In these fearful times, more and more people are consciously closing down in the face of strangers. Terrorism and the war against it have made everyone feel more insecure and unprotected. The media keeps upping the ante of fear with stories about possible calamities on the horizon. That is why the spiritual practice of hospitality is now more important than ever. It is an antidote to paranoia. As the authors note: "Fear is a thief. It will steal our peace of mind and that's a lot to lose. But it also hijacks relationships, keeping us sealed up in our plastic world with a fragile sense of security."

We live in difficult times, but I suppose in some ways all times are difficult for those who live in them. So perhaps the best we can do is to simply live a life of faith, hospitality and welcome. Rather than allowing our suspicion to get the better of us, let us indulge the curiosity of childhood, and find out about those who are the unknown, they may after all turn out someday to be our best friends and favorite church companions. After all the steps to radical hospitality are: Nurturing mutual joy.  Building awareness, Curiosity, and Sharing. To do these things we must be really present in the life of our church. That means coming as often as you can to Sunday services, but it also means being part of the community outside of Sunday services. Remembering that small miracles happen when human beings connect, and that a sermon title may not tell us what magic will really happen when we gather. Certainly the title and description of last weeks sermon At-One-Ment in the New Year gave no indication of the powerful and transformational gift of love that we were witness to when the lives of Virginia Tantral and Jamie Johnson were joined in Civil Union before this gathered community nor to the blessing we bestowed upon them and their children as we dedicated ourselves to helping to sustain them as they go through the difficult and often joyful journey of raising their twins.
Radical hospitality is what we offer when we open our building and our hearts to celebrations and simply to guests at all regularly scheduled events in the life of the church. To really benefit from this church we must move from just guest to host and guest, allowing ourselves to be welcomed and welcoming. Becoming the host allows us to take part in the preparation of that which will make the experiences of welcome most profound for ourselves and for others. We never know if our face, our voice will be the one that touches a heart or memory and breaks down the barriers to community for someone else.
There are many ways to serve in the church, to host the guests, by greeting along side a member of the membership-fellowship committee, by being involved in our religious education program, either by being a hall monitor, a nursery volunteer, a classroom assistant, a teacher, or religious education greeter. Help with coffee hour, with clean-up, offer programs of your own. The reality is the more of us, in the front row, and the third row and even the ones hiding in the back as well as everywhere else in the church who take on a piece of the job, the easier the job becomes for all of, and the more joy filled and fun, the work of hosting our church into health and vitality becomes.
Because we soon find that we are not coming to church just to hear, we are coming to church to listen and be present. We are coming to church to gain the strength of our community to transform our lives and the world in which we live. Radical hospitality can be transformative social witness.

In an article for Alban Institutes Congregations Magazine titled ‘Beyond Outreach: Worship, Justice, and Radical Hospitality’ Sheryl A. Kujawa-Holbrook writes
“Theologian Kortright Davis’s words about the birth of a "new and surprising spirituality"1 speak to the transformation in congregations that form community amid diversity and social engagement. Many congregations offer personal support and outreach, but such efforts often reinforce homogeneity, rather than promote diversity and advocate for social change. Congregations committed to breaking from the status quo are called to develop a sense of "radical hospitality." Rather than seeking out like members for mutual support, they seek people who consider themselves beyond the reach of organized religion. "Radical hospitality" has not only social, but political and economic implications; it is the act of extending community beyond the margins to those unserved by church, synagogue, or mosque. Rather than limiting their public theology to outreach or charity that maintains the unjust distribution of power and resources, congregations formed in radical hospitality exercise a commitment to justice. This model seeks to transform both the believer and society as a whole.”
 Kujawa-Holbrook goes on to describe two churches that live the vision of radical hospitality that I have often heard expressed by members of the UU Church of Greater Bridgeport, both churches are Episcopal or Anglican is worship and affiliation, but they are progressive if not radical in their own traditions but also in their model of church by any church of any denomination. However these people are living our vision, so we have reason to believe, to know that we too can become the model of radical hospitality that we seek to become. 

 Kujawa-Holbrook describes a Toronto church as “A church of inclusivity," The community orders its life around worship and the arts, as well as its commitment to social justice. Though "traditional" liturgical fare is offered at an early service, contemporary worship with inclusive language and a diverse rota of laity and clergy preachers forms the core of Holy Trinity’s principal Sunday service, where the eucharistic celebration encircles the altar. During the liturgy, the worshipers—activists, theologians, tourists, writers, students, as well as those who live on the streets—share concerns and thanksgivings.

The congregation’s commitment to justice is lived out through its ministries, including two downtown affordable apartment buildings, a refugee committee, an ecumenical sanctuary coalition, and hospice care for the terminally ill. A long-standing invitation to the gay and lesbian community remains in force. "We’re not experimental," Boyles noted; "we’re here to stay."

In the 1960s and 1970s laity became involved in all aspects of the congregation’s life and governance. Pews were unbolted from the floor to allow for creative use of space. Guitars, piano, and singers in the congregation replaced organ music and a paid choir. The congregation’s agenda grew to include civil rights, feminist concerns, gay and lesbian issues, peace, and nonviolence.

The second congregation she lifts up as being engaged in radical hospitality is Church of the Redeemer in Morristown, New Jersey. Redeemer calls itself "a Liberation Community in the Christian and Episcopal traditions." The congregation has rejected traditional forms of Christian formation and church membership, widening its embrace to include those underserved by institutional religion. The sign out front reads: "We Are One Family" and lists the diversity that comprises the congregation—males, females, children, seniors, gays, straights, infants, liberals, conservatives, dreamers, whites, blacks, Christians, non-Christians, questioners, the partnered, the single, those in recovery, searchers, youth. The congregation refers to itself as a family united by questions and dreams "rather than our answers." Visual representations of the parish’s commitments include an "It Is a Come as You Are Party" banner, a rainbow flag, the black liberation flag, and a portrait of Martin Luther King, Jr.

The radical hospitality that pervades worship at Redeemer conveys the congregation’s social agenda. Today a broad cross-section of church leaders collaborates on ministries within and outside the parish. Members’ stewardship commitments include both a financial pledge and a ministry pledge. 

There is much common ground to be found between these churches and the church that we seek to be, and to become in our unfolding from the crysalis, as we grow and unfurl our fragile wings we must seek the wisdom of others who have made this journey before us, seek the wisdom and the talents of those who have already begun to transform their welcome to all guests through radical hospitality, follow the lead of those churches whose members have embraced the roles of host and guest to one another and to all who join them one time or a 1000 times. We too can make financial and ministry pledges for the health and well-being of the religious community, the community of faith in which we have found or hope to find our niche, perhaps it will be our challenge, our gift of radical hospitality which will welcome the next great UU to our midst….but then aren’t we all the next and greatest UU’s? 

 Kujawa-Holbrook concludes her article with this summary:
· Through worship, congregations of radical hospitality are called to reevaluate and reinvent their symbolic life and metaphors. Such worship emerges from community concerns. These congregations see language as a justice issue, and are sensitive to the need for inclusive language and inclusive images. Their vibrant worship is a powerful witness and model of formation. Both congregations have collaborative worship committees central to parish life; they prepare extensive service booklets, write hymns, and craft other worship elements. Their spirituality is connected to their Christian and denominational heritage, yet they continue to reinterpret it in light of their social context. 

· These congregations welcome all, especially those who would otherwise feel excluded from organized religion. Such parishes evaluate their openness by who is not included, and their response to the spiritual hunger of the marginalized. 

· Their social justice ministries are "beyond outreach" because they are rooted in a systemic approach to oppression and social change. They envision radical hospitality as a way for the congregation to serve the marginalized. Leaders are conversant about the dynamics of power and teach it as part of religious formation. Moreover, for congregations the marginalized are in their midst rather than strangers who live elsewhere. 

· Leadership in such congregations requires vision, as well as the capacity to cope creatively with ambiguity and risk. Skills in collaboration, the ability to hold multiple perspectives, and the capacity for discernment are important. The media-savvy leaders in these congregations effectively communicate the mission. 

· Finally, ministry and stewardship are inextricably linked. All members are challenged to root their lives in worship and social justice as spiritual disciplines. These congregations strive to use their wealth for the transformation of church and society. 

Radical hospitality is an important model for the transformation of today’s congregations that live amid diversity and human need. These faith communities serve to deepen the personal and corporate dimensions of faith.

It is rare that I quote as heavily in a sermon as I have done today, I suppose I did so because this teacher and writers words so accurately reflect the words of my own heart and hopes for this congregation. I believe in the vast potential of this congregation to be a community steeped in radical hospitality, that serves the needs of the wider community through its artistic and social ministries, I believe that inspite of the historic age of this church as an institution we are perhaps more like a Pheonix enjoying renewed life, churches often grow large and glorious and then wither, leaving sorry remnants of a past glory, only to cycle again with new members and ministers and hopes and dreams into the robust glory of a church alive with the community and its hopes, the chalice and the flame. May we offer the radical hospitality we wish to receive. ----Amen, and Blessed Be
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