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Our son Alden was about six months old, and for some reason Ardelle had
entrusted him to my care for a few minutes, when | noticed him flat on his belly, licking
the living room floor with gusto. Like any responsible parent, | dropped whatever | was
doing at the time and wrote a poem about it.

Dont worry. I'm not going to read the whole poem. It's cruel enough to put a real
one into a sermon. But the little boy had been making his way around the room on a
search and discovery mission. He'd found a nail in the baseboard that hadn't been set.
A withered fruit from the pepper plantin the corner. Now he sees a knot in the oak
floor. “..He's gone prone,” the poem concludes, “Licking at the blemish as if its lost
dimension might be tasted./ Distraction is his only discipline./ The wide world is
mustered/ and patient.

Maybe even that much shouldn't be read aloud. | meant "mustered,” like soldiers
standing at attention, not “mustard,” the hot dog condiment. Although that kind of
works too now that | think of it.

Because my question for today is, Can you remember when you were that hungry
for the world? When, wherever you looked ... or licked, | guess .. there was some other
new thing to taste or to see?

Neurologists tell us we may never be more brilliant than we are as infants and
toddlers. At least in one aspect. Our brains are so open and malleable that they will
absorb a whole language in a couple of years, almost by osmosis. Once we grow up,
the rational mind begins sorting each new encounter according to the growing store of
memories we carry. We compare the Spanish or the Swahili term for an object with the
word for it that we learned so effortlessly as a child, and then we try to memorize its
way into the increasingly hardened block of adult intelligence in our head. So don't
beat yourself up when you find it so difficult to learn French and encounter fully fluent
three year olds on the sidewalks of Paris. You're just not nearly as smart as they are.
No grownup is.

Maybe this is a weird way into our gospel story for today. But what if there is still a
great power .. almost a superpower ... in looking at the world expectantly. Openly.
Curiously. Not suspiciously. Not defensively. Looking at the world as a field ripe with
abundance, ready for harvest, not a desolate wasteland.

Stay with me. | saw all that stuff about the harassed and helpless crowds, like
sheep without a shepherd. People who didn't exactly seem to be blossoming. They
needed healing from their diseases, and for their demons to be cast out. But these very
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people are the ones Jesus described as the abundance of a ripe field, ready for
harvest. Not dried up branches fit for the furnace. He saw so much goodness and
potential and giftedness in human lives even when they were full of struggle and
hardship. And it seems like he was training his disciples to see this and to live
according to this essential giftedness of the world as well.

Let's begin with the strangely exclusive part of Jesus's instructions. “Go nowhere
among the Gentiles,” he says, “and enter no town of the Samaritans, but go rather to
the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” What's going on here? We know that part of what
will get Jesus in trouble is that he'll be quite happy to strike up conversations and sit
down at table with these very people. A woman of Samaria. Tax collectors, who were
grifters and lackeys for a Gentile emperor. So Jesus's ultimate goal is not to keep these
people out. Why go to the lost sheep of the house of Israel first?

Put a pin in that question while we point out how his disciples are told to travel
and how they are supposed to act in the Israelite towns they visit. He's very specific.
They are to be the opposite of boy scouts. Jesus tells his disciples to intentionally head
off on their journey unprepared. “Take no gold, or silver, or copper in your belts,” he tells
them, “‘no bag for your journey, or two tunics, or sandals, or a staff; for laborers deserve
their food.” So he tells his friends to intentionally walk empty-handed into these towns
of people who have been formed by the same moral and religious tradition as their
own. Proclaim that God's kingdom has come near to our people. And then see what
happens.

The Torah had all kinds of laws and practices for honoring and protecting the
stranger. It arose from the collective memory of being strangers in a strange land
during their enslavement in Egypt. But hospitality was much more than the instruction
to be kind to foreigners because you know what it feels like to be the outsider. The
Hebrews believed the stranger might well bear a message from God.

When three strangers appeared to Abraham by the oaks of Mamre, he did not
meet them with a “Stop! Who goes there?” He bowed his head to the ground and said,
“..Do not pass by your servant. Let a little water be brought, and wash your feet, and
rest yourselves under the tree. Let me bring a little bread, that you may refresh
yourselves, and after that you may pass on..” Abraham asked for the privilege of
meeting the needs of these three empty-handed strangers. And it was from these
strangers that Abraham and Sarah received the impossible news that she would bear
Isaac in her old age. It was to this miraculous birth that the Hebrew people traced their
origin. And it was to these people, the descendants of Abraham and Sarah, the lost
sheep of Israel, that Jesus sent his disciples off to meet that day, empty as the three
men at the flap of Abraham’s tent.

Since these were towns of people who claimed Sarah and Abraham'’s story as
their own, the arrival of the disciples would be telling. If a strangers were not received
with hospitality, with joy and expectation, it would mean that this town had departed
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from the Hebrew way. It hadn't continued in the wisdom of Torah. “Get out of that
place,” Jesus tells his friends. “Shake the dust from your feet in protest when you leave.”

This may seem like an inconsistency. Why was Jesus so willing to cross
boundaries and eat and drink with so called sinners and tax collectors? Why was he
known, if anything, for his reaching out to Samaritans and Gentiles, whose towns he
did not send his disciples to first?

Here's how it makes great sense to me. It's going to take a lot of shared effort,
common prayer, and commitment to live with a different orientation to the world, if
you're going to make a community of deep hospitality. It's not humanity's default
mode. It won't be a matter of relaxing into a way of being. We humans are wired to
protect our own and be suspicious of foreigners and outsiders. Practicing deep, holy
hospitality will require holding one another accountable. It will involve being clear, that
when someone does begin to act out of fear of the other, excluding the stranger and
the alien, when this happens within the community of faith, it has to be called out.
Because we can't claim to be living as children of Abraham and Sarah if we meet the
stranger with only suspicion and fear and threat. The stranger is to be met with
reverence in our tradition, because so often in our sacred texts, God comes to us, not
from within our hearts, but as the foreigner who's standing in their dusty feet just
outside our tent,

This is why, in our time, Christian communities can't reduce people to their party
affiliations, to their nationalities, to their religion in order to exclude them. It's also why,
when we see movements in our culture like what's come to be called Christian
Nationalism, we have to say this is not Christian. This is not the way of Jesus. Stay away
from these teachings and ideas. Stay away from the communities where demeaning,
even violent language and practices toward the stranger and the immigrant are used
in the name of Jesus. Shake the dust from your shoes. Get out of there.

Here's the genius of Jesus's teaching about how and when to erect a boundary,
and how and when to knock one down. What we all know about that little boy on his
belly licking the living room floor, is that the world will tell him soon enough that it's not
all delicious. It's not all safe. That withered pepper may give his tastebuds their first
unpleasant jolt. He could get a splinter in his tongue. But it is still his voracious appetite
for this world of gift, his openness to what it offers to him, that will be his superpower.
In no time, the sounds he takes in will become language to the boy, which will be a
great, rolling river of gift and encounter with the wider world of people and ideas. He'll
become a self in relation to all these other things and people. He'll learn to love and
learn and grow and give.

But it's precisely because harm can and will enter us through the same curious
openness to the world's gifts that this boy will need a community firmly committed to
the practice of sacred hospitality to keep him open to the blessing of the other. To keep
him expectant, not only fearful, when he meets the stranger whom he does not
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understand. To keep him grounded in the way of Jesus and Abraham and Sarah, which
is the narrow way of radical, holy hospitality, not because it makes us good people. Not
even because it will protect us from all harm. It will not. Jesus tells us this just as clearly.
We live out the biblical way of hospitality because the stranger you spread a table for,
the one whose feet you wash, may not only bear gifts and good news to you. Read the
stories, friends. The stranger at the door of your tent may be the living God, looking for
an entrance into your life.
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