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INTRODUCTION

he problem with listening is that it is so easy not to do. None of us,

myself included, listen as consistently well as we might. Listening

is very hard work. Listening affects all aspects of our everyday lives
from the smallest one-to-one relationships to family, group, committee,
congregational, and workplace relationships, as well as community, gov-
ernments, and even international relationships. Listening plays a viral
role in ministry in all of its forms: caregiving, education, chaplaincy, mis-
sion, administration, evangelism, and preaching. Effective ministry
requires us to be able to listen well. We can’t avoid the need to be able to
listen care-fully in order to relate effectively.

“Communication” surrounds us and intrudes on our lives. People speak
loudly into their cell phones in public places. Technology makes it possi-
ble for us to be in communication with people anywhere, at any time. We
are deluged with communication around the clock. People “talk over”
one another, even on public television. This amount of “communication™
and the number of so-called talk shows would lead one to think that a lot
of listening is going on. Not necessarily. Quality listening is not taking
place. Outward signs do not ensure inward realities. In spite of all this
connection with one another, what we are missing is feeling connected. We
have adapted to the babble by blocking out a lot of the interference with
which we are constantly bombarded. Even cutting down on this interfer-
ence does not mean that we will be able to listen more deeply in today's
world, It is a paradox that we are surrounded by continuous communica-
tion and yet feel disconnected, isolated, and alienated.

The cell phone commercials that feature the man who travels into
every kind of setring asking, “Can you hear me now?" symbolizes for me
the state of communications among those longing to be heard and the
constant search for someone who will “hear me now.”
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We long to be connected with one another. Part of this deep longing
is to be listened to, to be received by another person and feel connected in
a way that is not superficial or minimal. Whenever | have deeply heard
someone’s pain or struggle and have been able to reflect that hearing back
to the person effectively, the response of the person who is heard is often
deep relief. When I have experienced someone deeply listening to me, |
have known that response of relief and found a feeling of connection.
When we are heard, we experience being “seen.” 3

Longing for the connections, and the belonging that listening offers
to us, draws us to community. Communities of faith in particular, ideally,
are places where we are received and feel connétted; where we are
nurtured and we take the risks of growing. Being welcomed, received,
and heard builds the realities of community. Within community—as
part of community—people learn to speak and learn to listen. Listening
is not acquired without community. Community is not created without
listening.

Across cultures we cannot hear one another without struggling with
the cultural differences within and surrounding what is said. Males and
females have difficulty hearing one another across acquired and rein-
forced gender barriers.!

Children and their parents have great difficulties in listening to one
another across generations. It is also true that pastors and parishioners do
not hear one another much of the time. Nonlistening happens even in
situations in which listening is the thing that is intended, such as in pastoral
care and counseling, and for parishioners, in listening to sermons.

Assumptions we make, expectations we have, and stereotypes we hold
about others and their circumstances affect how well we listen to them.
Past experiences of listening and current issues with which we struggle are
factors that influence our listening.

True Listening

The focus on listening here is on truly hearing another person, deeply
listening. | use different phrases throughout the book to make it clear
that | mean a different kind of listening—true hearing, caring listening,
effective listening, pastoral listening, and healing listening. [ will use
such phrases to emphasize that what is being addressed is not simply the
act of listening to words to which we are all accustomed. The hearing of
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words and the receiving of the speaker are far from being the same thing;
most of our listening takes place somewhere in between these two
extremes.

Teenagers today have an interesting way of expressing their under-
standing of what they have heard: “I feel you.” The question form, which
asks about whether someone has been understood (heard), is, “Do you
feel me!” Or in its abbreviated forms, “You feel me?” or even, “Feel me?
These young people seem to have grasped a dimension of listening that
may be less consciously available to adults. Hearing does not enter into
the feeling realm unless it is truly listening. The teens’ way of saying they
have heard acknowledges the feeling dimension to the deep listening and
authentic understanding that this book encourages.? The feeling content
in what is spoken and what we hear may be more important than the
words used for speaking.

Listening and Hospitality

Over the years, | have encouraged students to think of listening as an
act of receiving—making use of the gesture of an open palm, facing up,
extended as if to receive something. The use of this gesture became the
impulse for me to explore the connections between hospitality and listen-
ing, since the basic movement of hospitality is also receiving.

As I have thought about listening, experienced listening and being
heard, and as I have taught the importance of listening, | began to see
the power of a connection between listening and hospitality. This
connection was enhanced by my discovery of the great value given to
hospitality in scripture. Hospitality and listening fit well together, and |
believe that listening can be enhanced by some gifts found in understand-
ing hospitality.

Because of the centrality of receiving in listening, listening can be
understood as an act of hospitality. Listening, like hospitality, not only
involves receiving another person, but includes being welcoming and
open to the speaker who is in our presence. Ability to listen is rooted in
the person or character of the listener, as is hospitality.

Neither listening nor hospitality is lodged solely in practice, but each
is also a matter of being. Listening is not a matter of precise procedure,
nor is it entirely a matter of "Whoever has ears let them hear.”? As this
saying indicates on the surface, there is a need for ears in order to hear.
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However, having ears doesn’t always mean we hear.* “Whoever has ears”
otherwise may mean “those who welcome me and my words into their
lives,” or “those who recognize the true meaning of what is said and wel-
come it.” Receiving, whether in the practice of hospitality or in listening,
does not happen with closed hands, crossed arms, or a clenched heart.
Being able to receive another with listening hospitality requires willing-
ness and ability to be open to the other—with hands, arms, and hearts open

and ready to receive. ‘,

A Story of Missing Listening

A woman came to my house weekly over a period of months. This woman
never invited me to tell her about myself, or left me any openings in which
to do so. I would listen as she struggled to bring the gospel, as she under-
stood it, to me and convince me of the correctness of her faith and the
importance of my accepting it. She had no idea who 1 was or what |
already knew about God or already believed. [ wanted to see if she would
ever ask.

Finally we met under other circumstances and she discovered that [
was a seminary professor. She didn't return to our house. | did not remain
silent about myself to embarrass her or in any way diminish her faith. |
didn’t intend to make this experience an experiment. It was only after
many visits that it dawned on me that her approach was clearly general
and did not include the specifics of my life and me. | have long believed
what Carroll Wise said in defining pastoral care, which points toward the
particularity of the individual. I realized that I was curious about what this
woman brought and was impressed with her diligence and enthusiasm,
but I did not feel “touched.” What I suspect is that my visitor made
assumptions about me and who | was, and from these assumptions she
brought her message. This visitor helped me see how very important lis-
tening is, before evangelism.

The generalized approach taken by my visitor is much like the
approach of the pastor who described a hospital visit, “I offered some
words of comfort and then left.” Maybe those same “words of comfort”
had been offered to every hospitalized parishioner in that pastor’s ministry
experience. Within failures to listen are assumptions about what people
“need,” which always are just that—assumptions.
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The Heart of Caring Ministries

We identify ourselves as people who “love to tell the story,” which was
clearly my visitor’s approach. It is important to remember that in order to
tell the story effectively, we need to know the person to whom we tell the
story—to have some sense of where that person is on their faith journey.
This cannot be discovered apart from listening. Carroll Wise’s definition
of pastoral care as communicating the gospel to persons at the point of
their need has been a staple in my teaching of pastoral care.’ If we are to
effectively provide pastoral care, it becomes necessary to first know what
a person’s point of need happens to be. Otherwise, care becomes a gener-
alized shot in the dark with no target and no consideration of the indi-
vidual to whom care is being offered.

Pastoral Listening

Pastoral listening takes place in a variety of contexts. First, pastoral lis-
tening occurs in the context of all of the functions of ministry, which are
locared in the contexts of a wide variety of human communities. Pastoral
listening takes place in the context of listening to God and of God listen-
ing to us.

In every area of ministry careful listening is a key to effective ministry.
Preaching may seem to be an exception to this claim, but in order to bring
the Word of Ged to the people of God it is necessary to know where the
people of God are at this time and in this place. Listening to the people
is a prelude to preaching. The preaching pastor who knows the people to
whom she or he brings the message of the sermon, knows how to address
it to these particular people. The gospel is not generic, but connects with
people in particular ways as it relates to their lives. Hearing the people is
the way they are known; their struggles, pains, and needs are revealed in
listening to them.

Not Being Heard

As we think about listening and strive to improve our listening, it is
necessary to give some attention to the experience of not being heard. It is
important to recognize what other persons experience when we are not
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listening to them. When we experience the frustration of feeling we are
not being heard, we seldom break the rules of politeness and challenge
the one who is merely seeming to listen to us. As speakers we are able o
recognize nonlistening even when it is not so obviously conveyed as with
a glance at a watch, wandering eyes, or even yawns.

We can sense when another is not listening to us. We can experience
this even when there are the signals to the contrary, such as sustained eye
contact, repeated nods, or verbal affirmations like “uh huh” or “1 see.” We
go on speaking even when we have a sense that we are not-being heard.
Perhaps we keep talking with the hope that what we sense and suspect is
wrong and that indeed we are being heard. Or we continue to speak with
the hope that something will catch the listener’s attention.

Awareness of the experience of those who speak to us and are not heard
is important for encouraging our efforts to become the best listeners we
can be. Remember, if you are able to sense that someone is not listening
to you, speakers will be able to sense when you are not listening to them.

Levels of Listening

Even though we all come with different levels of listening abilities, all
of us can improve our listening skills. As ministers we want to be able to
evaluate our listening—how are we doing as listeners? We also want to be
able to tell whether someone to whom we are listening actually experi-
ences being heard. This book is written with the recognition that we do
not come with the same degree of listening skills; nor do we, whatever our
skill levels, listen with the same degree of focus all of the time. The poor-
est listener may have brilliant moments when her or his attention is cap-
tured and held rapt. The whole message is heard loud and clear, and
appropriate response is given.

The best of listeners, however, will have moments of stress or distrac-
tion that draw them away from their usual gifts in listening and into
moments of, perhaps, more self-preoccupation. Being a consistently effec-
tive listener includes moments in which we lapse into poor listening.
Being an effective listener includes learning how to recover and return to
the person we are failing or have failed to hear, to listen with renewed
attention. As we examine our own listening, we do well to have compas-
sion for ourselves as listeners, recognizing our personal and ministry con-
texts that influence our listening,

Xl

Introduction

Overview

This book is intended for use as a workbook for seminary classes in
areas of pastoral care and counseling. But it is not intended only for the
audience of the seminary class, since it is designed so that it also can be
used by individuals or by any groups in the church interested in improv-
ing their listening abilities. It will be helpful not only to pastors, but also
to groups within a congregation or parish who want to do their work
together more effectively: church boards or committees, for example.
The exercises are easily adaptable for a variety of church and personal
uses.

Before we get into the first chapter of the book, I offer the reader some
exercises intended to prepare readers for being ready to listen. These are
found within the Introduction in a section called “Exercises to Get
Started.” The first chapter brings us to a discussion of foundations for lis-
tening and an understanding of the importance of hospitality in the
Jewish and Christian faith traditions. Qualities found in hospitality form
the basis for each of the following chapters. Chapter 2 discusses what is
necessary in order to prepare to listen effectively. Chapter 3 encourages
listening to what is not actually being said, in receiving physical commu-
nications that may significantly alter what is heard. Often feelings are not
named and yet can be seen as the person speaks. The last two chapters
present concerns about the limits of the listening pastor and the gift of lis-
tening for God as one listens to others.

We will look at ways to improve listening skills using focus questions
and exercises related to each chapter. Following each chapter there are
focus questions. These questions encourage further consideration and
application of that which was presented in the chapter. The exercises
following each chapter (and this introduction) are designed to increase
one’s awareness of one’s listening effectiveness and discover barriers
to one’s hearing as ways to improve one’s listening skills. There is an
additional short section at the end of the book that includes more skill-
building exercises. Readers also are encouraged to keep a listening
journal to use for recording progress and growth in listening discoveries
and skills. The journal can provide a place to keep track of self-developed
programs designed for diminishing barriers to listening. The journal

can also be a place to write prayers thar you use for preparing yourself
for listening—prayers for yourself, your focus and clarity, and prayers
for those you visit. Some people find journal keeping to be burdensome;

xvil



Introduction

others have discovered that tracking oneself can be of value. Try it. You
may like it.

Some of the exercises provide a place for feedback from those to whpm
you listen as a way to further assess your self-perceptions. The exercises
offer opportunities to observe the listening of others and mtentlonzj\lly
focus on how it feels to be “half listened to.” The chapters and exercises
take readers through stages toward more effective listening, with the
recognition that growth in effective listening is a llfelong,plrocess that
continues to be a challenge.

Ld

-

Introductory Exercise:

Noticing When You Are Heard

Intuitively, you know when you are not being heard. .Those W.lth
preaching experience can observe the congregation even while preaching
a sermon and notice those who at least appear attentive. (They may not
realize that you can notice.) What is it in their demeanor that te_lls you
they hear the meaning of what you are saying? Nods of heads, smiles, an
attitude of attentiveness, looking at you with apparent folcus? In tllqe
African American church there are signs that are verbalizedl in amens, in
encouraging exclamations such as “Preach!” or in physnca.l signs of hards
raised in agreement, or persons standing up. These are signs that _tel us
that we are being heard as we speak. Culture makes a dtffe.rence in ths
ways people show attentiveness. Eye contact, for example, is considere
rude rather than attentive in some cultures.

We also detect signs of nonlistening in bored expressions and apparent
nonattentiveness—looking elsewhere, sleeping, reading, appearing obvi-
ously distracted.8 We have ways of knowing when others c?o not l.lsten to
us. Being in the position of speaking to a group of peqple is only illustra-
tive. These comments apply in one-to-one conversations as \‘vell. Oftc.an
we do not tune in to this information because we do not want it to be dis-
tracting. More important, we do not want to be hurt. We do not want to
admit to ourselves that the other(s) are not listening.

The Exercise

Spend a designated period of time—a few days, a week (not just a few
hours)—that will span a variety of contacts with other persons. Set your
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time boundaries. Observe how others listen to you. Be especially aware of
those times when others convey that they are not listening. At those
points focus on what it is that tells you the person is not listening. Is it glazed-
over eyes or a fixed facial expression? Is it smiling when you speak of a
tragedy? Something in their manner tells you that he or she “checked

out.” Identify what it is that tells you the person is not listening, even if
you feel you are just guessing.

The Written Assignment

Keep a list of descriptions of what signaled you that another person was
not hearing you. Be aware that family members may be the best subjects
for this exercise. For your own benefit you might also keep notes of
those moments when someone was hearing you and how you knew this
was the case. This exercise is a good place to make use of keeping a lis-
tening journal. Use your list to write in essay form what you have learned
about listening from this exercise. What were the signs you noticed?
What were the feelings you noticed? This is an exercise about you and your
self-awareness. Keep this as your focus.

This information that enables you to know when someone is or isn't
listening to you is information you already have internally. All of us tend to
fail to make use of it as a way to improve our own listening. This is your
opportunity to discover and make use of what you already know.

Exercises to Get Started

Nonverbal Communications

This exercise offers an opportunity to practice your skills in attending
to nonverbal communications. Turn off the sound on the television and
watch people who are speaking. This might be watching anything from
a politician to a television evangelist, a sitcom or portion of a movie.
What is your response to the nonverbal signals you “hear” from facial
expressions, gestures, and so forth? What is the speaker communicating
without the benefit of the sound? It might be interesting to tape the
same segment you are watching and evaluating and later play it back

with sound. How do the messages from the nonverbal and the sound ver-
sion coordinate?
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Becoming Open to Listening

The aim of this exercise is to prepare you for moments when Teceiving
what is said may be increasingly difficule. By pmcticing listening in a non-
threatening setting, you can develop “muscles” for being able to welcome
and receive when it is difficult to do so. Settle somewhere where you can
be comfortable, relaxed, and undisturbed. Select some eqjoyable.musm.
Listen to the music and make an effort to open yourself*to receive the
music. Do more than your accustomed listening. We]come the music and
receive it; be attentive to it; give it a place in your self. Keep paying atten-
tion to your quality of listening. How hospitable are you being to the
music?

Choosing a Place to Grow

Pick a subject that you know little or nothing about b'ut that may jus;
be an issue you need to listen to in your ministry. Identify tbe source 0
your interest in this subject. What draws you to choos§ this Pamu‘llar
subject? Make a note of what you discover about.makmg this chotc.e.
Develop a plan for how you will learn about the sub.]ect. But your planl in
writing (in your journal) and follow through on it Thls kind of plan
could be a short-term plan or a long-term plan that might mean several
years of study (not full time). As you learn more about the subject rr.lake
some notes on your progress in feelings and attitudes about the su.bject.
Place yourself in a context in which you will be able to have experiences
related to the subject. For example, if you know little about prison life,
arrange to visit a prison. This could be arranged through church gl'loupsf
that have programs of prison visitation ot through a prison chaplain. |
you know little about domestic violence, contact a shelter for battered
women to arrange to speak with one of the staff. .(For the sake of the
safety of the women at the shelter, you probably will not be gllowed to
visit the shelter or speak with the women there.) Another option would
be to locate an open Alcoholics Anonymous meeting to attend as an
observer. Be certain it is an open meeting.

Trusting in Vulnerability

With a partner, arrange to take a walk guided by your partner while you
wear a blindfold. The objective of this exercise is to work toward being
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more comfortable with being vulnerable. When you are guided by some-
one else and not able to see for yourself where you are going and whether
you are safe, feelings of vulnerability emerge. There is some similarity
between the experience of this exercise and being willing to let the
speaker take you where she or he might choose rather than following your
guidance through questions, for example. You might experience resis-
tance to trusting your partner, just as you would experience resistance to
allowing the speaker to lead the conversation.

You and your partner could reverse roles and you take the lead in guid-
ing your blindfolded partner around. The guide should not limit the trip
you take to a smooth route, but allow the partner to encounter stairs,
rocky paths, twists and turns. The partner who is blindfolded should not
be able to see around the blindfold or the purpose of the experience is
lost.

In your journal write briefly about your experience of being led around
and being vulnerable to the leading of your partner. Also write about your
feelings in being the one who is the leader, on whom your partner relies

for a safe journey. You might want to share your reflections with your
partner.

Testing Your Inner Senses

This exercise requires at least one partner and can be enhanced by hav-
ing several partners in succession. Select people who differ in gender,
heighe, race, or culture from you and from one another, in addition to
selecting one who is most like you.

This is a simple exercise that involves merely walking toward one
another. This exercise enables the participants to discover the inner sense
they have about their own personal space and to evaluate their ability to
sense and respect the space of each partner. The space you need is likely
to vary from one partner to another (if they are different from one
another).

Here are the specifications: You are to walk toward one another, look-
ing at one another until you reach a zone of discomfort. When you feel
you have gotten too close, back up and adjust your distance. You and your
partner will have to work together on this, with each of you deciding
what distance feels comfortable to you. It may be that your partner and
you do not find a distance that is agreeable to both of you. How do you
work out a compromise? The distance one finds comfortable depends on
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one’s life experiences, culture, size in relation to the partner, anc! the gen-
der and race of the partner in relation to yours. There is no judgment
involved in the distance each partner elicits.

You may discover that if you stand side by side rather than face-to-face,
you will be able to feel comfortable with much less distance between you.
Notice and write about your experience of your inner sense O-f, the space
you need and how it has differed with different partners. 'Ihls sense of
space is the same kind of sense you have about other issues in your expe-
rience of listening. Perhaps this exercise can help you trust what you
sense. Take time to discuss the experiences with your partners.

%X

CHAPTER ONE

LISTENING AS CHRISTIAN
HOSPITALITY

Introduction

The Scriptures use many different forms of the words listen, lis-

tened, hear, and heard. 1 located almost fifteen hundred refer-

ences. The phrase often repeated to the people of Israel, “Hear, O
Israel . . ." alerted the people to listen, to attend to the important words
that would follow. The prophetic tradition that declared, “Thus says the
Lord,” emphasized the act of listening as the people were called to atten-
tion with these introductory words. In the ministry of Jesus, his parables
frequently ended with the phrase, “Let whoever has ears to hear listen.”
How can we, then, ignore the importance of listening?

Whereas we have a strong scriptural tradition that emphasizes listen-
ing and hearing, 1 turn to the biblical image of hospitality for a theologi-
cal grounding of the practice of listening, because hospitality bespeaks
the kind of relationship best suited for listening and hearing. As I have
worked with listening | have seen that there are some clear commonali-
ties between hospitality and listening. Both deserve more importance in
ministry. Therefore, in this chapter we will examine selected passages of
scripture that deal with hospitality in order to explore how it can enrich
our understanding and practice of listening.

The qualities required in hospitality—its essence—I propose are also
those elements that are necessary for effective listening. An examination
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of hospitality gives us a deeper, more nuanced understanldinlg of ii;tfning.
My purpose in exploring the relationship between hospitality an flsten-
ing, at its heart, is to enable, encourage, and support the practice of more
ive listening.
Eff'el?lzgect:\tpter Explores the meaning and practice Of. hospitality in a
Christian context, identifying its implications for Ihster'mjlg to one
another. My hope is that seeing the connections and gaining greater
understanding of hospitality will enhance the practice of listening on the
i inistry.
pagoofvil;szgg Ze Iearr‘i\ from an understanding of hc?spitality thaF w.'ill
help us move toward better listening? Throughout this chapter 'm;«'.lte
you to keep listening in mind as we discover more about hosplta iy.
What we discover here about hospitality will lead to the practice of more

effective listening.

A Scriptural Base for Hospitality

It took many years of reading the Bible before I began to b.ec0fm.=. aware
of the importance of hospitality in its message. Nc.)w I find it dlfleult tz
miss the significance of hospitality as [ read the Scnp'tures. A famthar a?’l
foundational story of hospitality from the Seripture is found in the eigh-
teenth chapter of Genesis. The story begins when three strangers arrive
at the tent of Abraham and Sarah in the desert. _

Dr. Dennis Groh describes the appropriate approach to a tent 1n'the
desert. Recognizing that the desert is itself less than hospl.table, hosp}ﬁtj-
ity among those who travel the desert becomes exFremely.lmportz;nt. he
one who approaches another's tent is required to sit at a distance from the
tent and wait to be noticed. To approach unacknowledged can be seen as
a threatening gesture. Once acknowledged, the host §oes out to welcom‘e
the strangers who are then free to approach the tent. Readelrs o_f G_enesis

18 would benefit from holding this context in mind. Hospitality is cul-
turally sensitive, which makes it important to be aware of the context in
which hospitality is being experienced or observed. - )

In Genesis 18 Abraham noticed three men standing in t}'\e desert.
Abraham ran to greet them (v. 2). He welcomed the men ‘to his tent a_nd
offered them water to wash with. Abraham was insistent in encouraging
them to accept his hospitality and sensitive in acknowledging that they
were on a journey and he did not intend to detain them once they were

Listening as Christian Hospitality

refreshed (vv. 4-5). Sarah and their servants were enlisted 10 join in the
quick preparation of a feast for these guests. The best flour and a plump
calf were chosen to serve these strangers in the desert (vv. 6-8).

The guests, true to hospitality's form, offered their hosts something
before leaving. They left the childless couple, well into old age, the
promise that not only would the visitors return, but that Abraham and
Sarah were still going to be parents (vv. 10-11). One of the men said that
by the next year Sarah would be the mother of a son, which would fulfili
the promise God had made to Abraham many years earlier. The visitors
were offered excellent hospitality and they responded with a “hostess
gift” of inestimable worth. This story of Abraham and Sarah is illustra-
tive of a pervasive biblical attitude toward hospitality that we see again
and again. Hospitality is required and hospitality is rewarded.

The story continued when the visitors left and Abraham walked 2 dis-
tance with them (v. 16). The Lord, who was entertained by Abraham and
Sarah on this occasion, was on the way to Sodom in order to see firsthand
whether the “outcry against Sodom” warranted its destruction for its
wickedness (vv. 20-21). This visitor hung back, talking with Abraham, as
Abraham negotiated with him to save the city from destruction. Abraham
challenged the Lord’s sense of justice in destroying any people in the city
who were righteous along with those who were wicked {vv. 23-25). The
Lord graciously agreed to each of the lowered stakes offered until
Abraham got the Lord to agree that for the sake of ten righteous people
Sodom would not be destroyed (vv. 24-32). 1 often wonder what the Lord
would have done if Abraham’s asking got down to one person.

When the strangers arrived in Sodom {there were then only two), Lot
insisted that rhey accept his hospitality for the night, even though they
resisted. Although he only offered water to wash their feet and a night'’s
lodging, he provided for them a fine feast (19:2-4). After Lot and his
guests had eaten, the men of the city, acting in stark contrast to Lot’s hos-
pitality, demanded that Lot send the strangers out in order that they
“may know them”(v. 5). Lot took his role as host so seriously that he

offered to protect his guests by handing over his own virgin daughters to
the mob (v. 8).> The purposes of the mob were thwarted with the help of
the strangers, who set out a plan for rescuing Lot and his family from the
sure destruction that would befall Sodom (vv. 9.17).

In becoming a host to the strangers, Lot had put himself in the role of
protecting his guests. This is a further obligation of hospitality. Here the
story of Lot's hospitality differs from the story of Abraham and Sarah. In
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Lot’s story it became necess:rc}r cgor Loft. as host, to protect his guests, a
ham and Sarah did not face.

pr?ll':‘lin;lﬁsbg in turn, as they did with Abraham and Sarah.dhad ico);:;

thing of significance to offer Lot and his ho.usehold. Lo: f';\cteh o Fvation

his guests, and the guests turned out to be mstrumentab in the sa

i ily in their rescue. :

Of!ll'ﬁefiggg tler;d to turn around guest-to-host al:ld host-to-guest. wh.?.n \;et
examine hospitality. The visitor/guest comes with, s?methmgdsigfm 1{:}1 "
to offer, not with empty hands. The guest comes with a need (for mid:
shelter, rest), but is not without a blessing to give. The ho}it may ao i
pate that something will be received from the visitor, but there 1.; nld w,'?i
to know what to expect. The host knows for sure that the ouseho
be affected by guests who enter— somethinfg. or much, will changel;mween
Central to this second story of hospitality is the'bol.d contrast eoveen
the practice of hospitality and the absence qf h(?spltallty. Lotlwas;. Soed on
who held to and practiced the value of hospitality. The pe;)p eho‘ odo 0;:
in their blatant hostility toward strangess, were clies.troyed or their ack o
hospitality—indeed, their hostility toward hospitality. Ev:f:ry rn(:;n of the
city, “both young and old, all the people to the last man,” parti 1131 vedin
the mob that demanded that the strangers be handed ovel: toft ,ho
Abraham’s bargain with the Lord to save Sodom for the sake ohten :; o
were righteous was off. Sodom would not be spared. Hovtv;:lvl?. the rten cue
of Lot and his family members who consented to go wit hlm -Sei-t 4
affirm the upholding of God’s justice. W.C/lhere there was true hospitality,

; ehold, the people were spared. o
Lolt:jol::l:?’ne beginninpg of the story of the people o.f lsrael_, holsplzlalltg 1:; a
core value. Their experiences of being strangers in forelgln :ml s, Seensg
slaves in Egypt, and wandering in the desert gave the peop efabc ear sense
of the value of hospitality. Being hospitable beca‘me a sign od eing "
ful. The tradition of referring to those who are faltl?ful to G.O as sons zihe
daughters of Abraham points back to the centrality of this story to
people of Israel.

New Testament

When we turn to the New Testament we find vivid messa%es abogﬁ
hospitality. | have selected a few to examine here; primarily my ocus wi
be on the story of the “sinful” woman in Luke, chapter seven. This story
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began when Jesus was invited to the home of a Pharisee to eat. We see
similar qualities of hospitality in this very different story.

The Outrageous Host

When we read descriptions of biblical events we tend to picture them
through our modern-day experience. We would see Jesus coming to the
house of the Pharisee, Simon, joining others who were invited, and tak-
ing a chair at a table. We must allow ourselves to see where there are dif-
ferences that do not match our assumptions if we are to come closer to

understanding the meaning of the passage. William Herzog offers this
description:

Kenneth Bailey has arpued that the me

al held in Simon’s house was a
public occasion. Althoug

h not everyone was invited to recline at table
with the supposedly honored guest, everyone was invited to sit around

the wall of the siclinium (dining room) and listen to the Pharisees dis-
cuss Torah with their visitor.t

The scene, thus interpreted, relies on seeing
the Pharisee as a place where the synagogu
the people could gather to listen to the study and discussion of Torah
between invited guests and the Pharisees.5 With this understanding, we
might see Jesus’ easy question to Simon as kicking off the discussion and
teaching.

What a different picture we get when we add all the villagers who sit
around the wall observing the events and listening to what is said. The
scene changes when we take away the chairs to envision invited guests
reclining at the table. We have to struggle to picture the scene as it was,
with Jesus lying facing the table with his feet stretched out toward the
wall of the room.t This arrangement accounts for the scriptural descrip-
tion of the woman’s location in relation to Jesus, “She stood behind him at
his feet” (v. 38). Picturing the event from our context, with Jesus seated
at the table in a chair, makes this a puzzling image, and the woman a bit
of a contortionist.

Because Jesus was an honored guest, being invited to ear at the table,
it was customary that he would be shown certain acts of hospitality as he
arrived. Simon's neglect of these duties of hospitality did not go unno-
ticed. In failing to honor Jesus with required expressions of hospitality,
Simon's behavior was an insult to Jesus.” Other guests who may already

the function of the home of
e could be extended, where
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have been present and those who were sitting around the walls would
have noticed the failure of Simon to act as host to Jesus. The woman
could have been one of these witnesses or perhaps she could have heard
from someone who was there at the time when Jesus arrived.

The sinful (unclean) woman reached out to Jesus from her place by the
wall and began to kiss and bathe his feet with ointent and her tears, and
then dry his feet with her hair (vv. 37-38). Every one of her actions
reverses one of the insults that Simon hag inflicted on Jesus.® Her behav-
jor was outrageous. She not only touched Jesus’ feet, but she had let her
hait down in public, which was culturally prohibited. Since the Pharisees
considered her unclean , her touch made Jesus unclean in their eyes. The
host of this event saw the attention Jesus was receiving as reflecting badly
on Jesus. He muttered to himself that if Jesus were truly a prophet he
would know what kind of woman she was and would not let her touch
him (v. 39).

Jesus responded to his host’s criticism with a simple story about a cred-
itor and two debtors, each forgiven of their debts. Jesus asked Simon, the
Pharisee, an easy question: Which debtor would love the creditor more?
Simon answered that the one whose debt was greater would love the
creditor more. After affirming the answer Simon gave (vv. 40-43), Jesus
brought the point of the story home and called to Simon's attention
Simon’s serious neglect of the requirements of hospitality.? Jesus said:

Do you see this woman? | entered your house; you gave me no water for
my feet, but she has bathed my feet with her tears and dried them with
her hair. You gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not
stopped kissing my feet. You did not anoint my head with oil, but she
has anointed my feet with ointment. Therefore, I tell you, her sins,
which were many, have been forgiven; hence she has shown great love.
But the one to whom little is forgiven, loves little. (vv. 44-47)

The appreciation Jesus expressed for hospitality was clear. Simon hadn't
even seen the connection between his lack of hospitality and the
woman’s generous hospitality. Simon had no right to judge the woman
when he had neglected to offer Jesus, his guest, the very basic hospitality
that was expected. The sinful woman “showed up” the righteous Pharisee,
and did so in his own home. Her hospitality offered Jesus the very basics
that Simon had neglected to give to Jesus as his guest. She might not
have kept all of the laws of the Torah, but she knew and demonstrated

what truly counted.
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Hospitality for Jesus

In Matthew we see further support for the very high importance given
to hospitality in the Christian faith. Jesus described the final judgment.
His description of separating out those who are blessed by God reflects
the very basis for receiving blessings as acts of hospitality.

“.. . for | was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave
me something to drink, | was a stranger and you welcomed me, 1 was
nakgd and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care o'f me, |
was in prison and you visited me.” Then the righteous will answer hir'n
‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsq;
and gave you something to drink? And when was it we saw you a
stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? And when
was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?" And the king
will answer them, “Truly I teli you, just as you did it to one of the least

‘c;g ;hese who are members of my family, you did it to me.” (Mart. 25:35-

Hospitality stands out as a crucial requirement for those who would fol-
low Jesus. There is a surprise in this passage that we cannot miss. Here is
another turnabout in which Jesus becomes the guest when we offer hospi-
tality to one who is in need. What is the message here about hospirality?

We continue by examining the passages presented to discover some
essential elements of hospitality. As we do so, we begin to create the foun-
dation for the subsequent chapters of this book in which the connections
!Jereen hospitality and listening will be defined. Each of the character-
istics or elements—vulnerability, humility, thoughtful availability, and
reciprocity—which can be seen as central to the practice of hospital’ity is
also central to the practice of effective listening. Seeing them throu'gh

the eyes of valued hospitality, we discover these same values to be pres-
ent in listening, as well.

The Four Core Qualities of Hospitality

Vulnerability

Wfa see frprn the stories of Abraham and Sarah and Lot that offering
hospitality involves vulnerability. Abraham and Lot were quick and
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persistent in inviting strangers into their homes. We might assume that
they shrewdly evaluated the strangers or saw some god/angel likeness in
their demeanor, but the texts do not make this clear. Both Abraham and
Lot greeted the strange men by bowing down to the ground and referring
to them as lords. Lot and Abraham each referred to himself as “your ser-
vant.” Such greetings were a show of respect and not greetings reserved
just for God or angels.

Lot and his family became vuinerable, facing danger because of the
hospitality Lot offered to the strangers. His invitation and welcome placed
him in a threatened position as their host. The danger was not from the
strangers themselves, but from the response of the people of the city to
the presence of the strangers and to Lot’s having offered them hospitality.

Perhaps Lot had himself experienced the antihospitable attitude of the
people of Sodom. The men who came to take the strangers said of Lot,
“This fellow came here as an alien, and he would play the judge!”
(Genesis 19:9). Obviously, he had not been welcomed as “one of them”
by the people of Sodom. His experience prior to this patticular evening
might have warned Lot that the strangers would be treated badly if they
remained in the square, and his invitation and welcome could have been
extended with full awareness of the danger it might pose to him and to
his family. As a “son of Abraham” Lot chose to do what was right.
Hospitality can bring with it vulnerability to danger.

Danger such as Lot faced in offering hospitality is seen throughout his-
tory. People in danger are welcomed into homes even when the hosts rec-
ognize that the danger their guests face is likely to come on them. In
Germany during the Holocaust, many Christians became traditionally
the “sons and daughters of Abraham” when they took in and hid Jews
whose lives were endangered. During slavery in America, persons who
opened their homes to runaways and prepared their way on the
Underground Railroad risked their own safety to enable slaves to travel
roward freedom. In just these two examples we can see the amazing power
of hospitality to draw people into danger in order to do what is expected
by their faith—or just to do what they know is right.

We see another image of vulnerability in the woman who risked to
offer Jesus hospitality. She reversed the indignity offered to Jesus by the
Pharisee who was the host. She behaved outrageously. She placed herself
at risk to offer the honor she was able to provide to one she very obviously
saw as worthy of the deepest kind of hospitality possible. She made a spec-
tacle of herself by her behavior. Her behavior also made a spectacle of
Simon, the host. I envision the sneer on Simon's face as he watched her,
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see:ing only her sinfulness, without recognizing that this woman was out-
doing him in hospitality. She subjected herself to being seen as offensive
by everyone present (except Jesus, of course). Her courage is impressive.
When we open our doors to strangers, we put ourselves and our loved
ones at risk. When we open a tent flap, a door, or our heart to someone
else, there is the potential of being hurt. We realize that there’s a risk in
being vulnerable. Hospitality (and the vulnerability it involves) does not
happen without our openness to another—opening up to their presence
and the impact it may have on our lives.
Sometimes it seems in America today we have a great emphasis on the
Eears that surround our lives. Children are warned not to speak to strangers
Stranger danger” is involved when we are open to others whom we do not'
know well.! Some persons who are strangers come with a friendly appear-
ance and behavior that causes us not to identify them as strangers Fllz has
been shown that children are particularly vulnerable to friendly a;.)pearin
strangers.) We cannot look at a person we do not know and reliabl evaf
uate whether they are a threat or not. In offering hospitality th:re are
risks involved. Being open in any way makes us vulnerable ’
Vulnerability takes other forms. When someone enters \;vith need, we
wgnder whether their needs are genuine. We may worry about hcm: we
fwll be able to respond. We may be concerned about being found lackin
in what they need from us and that we would fail in some way at hos f
tality. These possibilities also cause feelings of vulnerability. All of thtlajse
feelings of vulnerability emerge beyond being wary about the stranger's
intentions. Opening the door to the safety of our home ushers in vulner-
ability, for the one opening the door and for those who would enter as
guests. Vulnerability, as we are open to others, opens us up to criticism
which we do not become vulnerable to when we remain closed '
Vulnerability is not for hosts alone. Guests also place then;selves in
positions of vulnerability when they accept the hospitality offered to
them. How can they be sure that what is being offered will be what the
a?tuglly wi!l receive? Or will they be endangered by the one offering hoss-(
pitality? Wlll accepting an invitation prove to be safe? In addition, when
one receives hospitality, the one who is the guest may feel that there is
a demand for repayment through a return invitation, for example. We
have seen that hospitality is rewarded, but a sense of obligation doe; not
seem to fit with a true understanding of hospirality. Hospitality as it is

offerefi to those in need may involve guests who are not able to repay in
a traditional sense.
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Part of our struggle with feeling vulnerable comes from the recog‘rlljllt'lor;
that being vulnerable may bring change. The lives of all of the bi 1c:e;1
characters we have seen were dramatically changed. Abraham and S;;lra.
became parents in their old age. Lot’s famil.y was rescut?d lt:rci(m t enf
destroyed city and forced to relocate. The gracious woman in Luke ex\[;;
rienced forgiveness and salvation. These are ingredible life cha.nlg(es.f he
see again that vulnerability requires great courage. To, fage the ris ?:1 the
unknown; to face the inevitability of change in one’s life; and to do so
freely is a challenge for any of us in our bravery quotient.

Humilicy

As we think about humility in hospitality, keep in mind that the dis-

cussion here is leading us to a fresh look a; listelping..What we see here
spitality, we will later see as true about listening.

abglf?el:?ng hosp‘i(talitv involves humility on the part of both the h‘OSt anzll

the guest. In acts of hospitality the primary focus is on .the one in nele':l

who will become the guest and recipient of the hOSplta.lltY. By be'mg t ;

guest, humility is already part of the package. The guest is the one in nee

and the host is the one who has something the guest needs. .

The host who welcomes the guest with arrogance and sholwmess
violates the true nature of hospitality, and may be satls'Fylng hef,?? his nele1
to receive appreciation from others. “Look! What a flt'{e h.ost: c;s not t lt:
response one seeks when offering true hospitahty..l-‘lospltahty is or}:e wit
quietness and humility. Humility is in the recognition that what a\}rle to
offer is limited, and 1 recognize that even as a generous host [ do notlf ave
everything my guests might need—or even everythlpg I nee'd myse G ]

Abraham and Sarah had long waited for the h.e1r prox_msecfl bv,rl od.
They had given up on the promise without losing thel‘r fantfl;fu niss.
Sarah’s laughter when she hears the guests renew the promise re ths er
long-past-hope condition. These two were clea.rly people standing iln
need even as they opened their tent to strangers in t'he desert. As [zleoE e
in need they also recognized that they had something to off?; and that
the strangers, at this point in time, needed what they t:.ould offer. .

Abraham offered his guests a morsel of bread and a little water to was
their feet, and acknowledged that they would, of course, want to move Clon
to their destination without further ado after they had .re:sted and had a
bit of nourishment. He was the very model of hum.lhty. Tf.le guests
accepted his hospitality. Then Abraham burst into action rushing to get
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Sarah to make the bread quickly (from the best flour), running to get the
best calf and have it prepared hastily.

The first offerings of a brief rest, a bit of bread, and a little water to
wash with were greatly diminished, humble gestures, meant to downplay
the efforts required to provide hospitality. To make the guests feel that
their hosts had been “put upon” or “put out” in offering hospitality would
have been in poor taste. It would have been extremely inappropriate for
Abraham and Sarah to brag about what a feast they would offer their
guests, if their guests stopped by. Their rush to get things underway, how-
ever, demonstrated their willingness to set themselves aside for the sake
of focus on their guests and emphasized the importance of the guests—
signs of humility.

Following the model of Abraham and Sarah, Lot also downplayed what
he would provide for the guests. Both Abraham and Lot refer to the
strangers as “Lord” and to themselves as their servants. The image of serv-
ice in the context of hospitality is quite appropriate. The one who offers
hospitality places him or herself in a role of servant to the guest, by some
cultural standards a further dimension of humility.

In contrast, Simon the Pharisee's neglect of offering hospitality to Jesus
was a dramatic failure of humility. Simon seems to have been all about out-
doing Jesus (keep in mind the increasing numbers who were following
Jesus). Inviting Jesus to come to his home, enjoy a meal, and enter into
the theological discussion was designed to show Jesus up for the false
prophet Simon thought him to be.

The woman, instead, demonstrated extreme humility, anointing and
weeping on Jesus’ feet, kissing his feet and wiping them with what she had
available, her hair. This is what she had to offer and she was willing to do
so even though she knew that the people present at the banquet would
look down on her and shun her. She risked degradation in order to be the
one to offer Jesus the hospitality that both society and religion demanded.

In both the stories of Lot and of Jesus at Simon’s house we have fajl-
ures of hospitality that are in extreme contrast to the true hospitality
offered by the heroes of the stories, Where the community should have
been participating in offering hospitality to strangers, it offered instead
threat to their lives. Where Simon should have offered Jesus the hospi-
tality due to a prominent guest, the woman considered unclean offered
hospitality.

We cannot presume that hospitality is limitless. The guest who comes
and stays forever, the visitor who rudely intrudes on the family that has

11
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offered hospitality, are presumptuous and low on awareness as v.vel'l as on
humility. When hospitality is offered—offered with humihty-—-lt is done
with a sense of one's limitations and recognition of the limitations of the
others involved—family members and the guests who have been receivec_l.
Abraham’s welcome to the strangers in the desert was given with recogni
tion that they were on a journey and that he did not intend to detain
them. He was there to offer them refreshment, and they were free to pur-
sue their journey. The recognition of limitations of what the guests mlgbt
want is part of hospitality. Even when they are urged to accept the h.OSPP
tality offered, they are not diverted from the demands of their own ll-VES.
There would be no need for hospitality if everyone could live inde-
pendently under all circumstances without the presence, care, or ser.v.ice
of others. This being the case, there would no longer be any humiliy,
either. Humility is recognition that one has limits, and includes aware-
ness of the limitations of others and the appropriate boundaries within
which we function. .
Humility recognizes that hospitality is not limitless. It has bo.undarles.
Humility embraces an awareness of one’s limitations, shortcomings, a'nd
flaws. It includes a sense of an appropriate self-assessment—truly seeing
oneself in perspective as neither “all that” nor “not at all.” Humility z.lllows
one to offer service to another through hospitality and to do so without
devaluing oneself. Humility, rather than diminishing. o.neself, offefs a
“right way” of seeing oneself that is required for providing appropriate
hospitality. Why aren’t we more consistently able to look at ourselves
with this realistic perspective—seeing both who we are and who we are
not, and at the same time realizing our place in God's family?

Thoughtful Availability

“Thoughtful availability,” Dennis Groh’s descriptive phrase for
Abraham’s standing by under the tree while his guests ate, St?en}f; very
applicable to an understanding of the character of hospl.tall.q{. Our
stance as listeners will draw on this image of thoughtful availability. The
image of thoughtful availability reminds me of the host who stands_ by,
attentive to the needs of the guest, jumping up from the table to refill a
water glass when it is empty, inquiring whether the guest has had enough
to eat or whether she would “Like a little more . . . " _

The image of thoughtful availability reminds me of servers in elegant
restaurants, present to every need of the guests, anticipating what they
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will want or need next—alert to serve. The role of being a servant may
be downplayed as insignificant or humiliating, but it is a role we take on
when we act to offer hospitality. Groh further describes his concept, “To
be a host like Abraham is to make one’s personal presence available to
the guest—to form a receptive alliance with the guest.”'* “Art your serv-
ice” seems like an appropriate phrase to reflect thoughtful availability.

My colleague Dr. Roland Kuhl proposes a shift from understanding
ministry by using a model of leadership more prominent in the business
world, to understanding ministry by using a model of servantship. His
view aligns with the view of hospitality I present here. He points out that
Jesus offered us the basis for the image of ministry as servantship in John
13:14-15: “So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also
ought to wash one another’s feet. For | have set you an example, that you
also should do as I have done to you.” Far from being demeaning, the role
of servant and service to one another is honored by Jesus in word and
deed.

Thoughtful availability means going beyond the needs for food and
drink, to being alert to other needs for the comfort of the guest. This is
clearly a characteristic that was missing from Simon. He failed to give his
focus to Jesus as his guest in the way Groh describes hospitality; instead
his focus on Jesus revealed a defensive stance. Simon thought to himself
that Jesus was certainly not “all that.” He couldn’t possibly be the prophet
some claimed he was. Now Simon had the evidence. If Jesus were a
prophet, surely he would have agreed with Simon’s view of the woman,
and Jesus would not have allowed her to fawn over him, actually touch-
ing him.

Simon's attention directed toward Jesus was so intent on and captive
to his defensiveness that it was very far from being thoughtful availabil-
ity. Simon’s disregard of offering Jesus the required rituals of hospitality
demonstrated that he was ready to downgrade Jesus from any prophet sta-
tus even before the thoughtful woman touched him. Simon's hospitality
(inviting Jesus to his house) was really all about Simon’s needs, not the
needs of his guests.

As hosts we give our focus of attention to those who are our guests,
Concerns about other matters are made secondary while we atrend to the
needs of our guests. Thoughtful availability directs our attention toward
our guests and what we have that they need and we can offer them.
Thoughtful availability places us in a servant mode, greatly valued in the
model given to us by Jesus.
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Reciprocity

We have already seen that host and guest share in vulnerability and
humility, which become expressions of reciprocity. We take another step
here in seeing the full participation of reciprocity in contexts of hospital-
ity. Listening, we will see later, also is clearly, reflective of reciprocity.

Abraham and Sarah participated in actions of hospitality aware of the
potential reciprocity involved. The gift they received was so surprising
that Sarah laughed at the possibility of the predicted birth—the absurd-
ity that she could still give birth in her old age. Lot discovered that the
hospitality he had shown to the strangers led to his and his family’s res-
cue from death in the destruction of Sodom. The strangers became his
family’s means of survival in thwarting the intentions of the mob and in
enabling them to escape from the imperiled city. These gifts were unex-
pected and surprisingly out of proportion to the hospitality that the hosts
had offered. Even though our hosts, Abraham and Sarah and Lot and his
family, offered their guests little, they, in truth, provided feasts for their
visitors. Still, the gifts they received in return for their hospitality were
“off the charts” of reciprocity.

The way-out-of-proportion nature of the gifts returned by those shown
hospitality is evident in Jesus’ encounter with the woman at Simon’s
house. Her gestures of hospitality toward Jesus, when Simon showed him
none, were rewarded by the recognition of forgiveness of her sins, which
Jesus identified as a result of her great love and by the assurance given to
her by Jesus, “Your faith has saved you; go in peace” (Luke 7:50).

Hospitality has rewards, as we see in Matthew 25, in which Jesus reveals
that the basis for reward from God looks a lot like offering hospitality.
This passage is also important in introducing the concept that hospitality
being offered to those in need is hospitality offered to Jesus. Those who
offer the one who is thirsty a drink are offering a drink to Jesus, who assures

them of their reward. Once again, the reward is far out of proportion to the
original hospitality that was offered—a cup of water for your salvation.

The biblical characters that take the role of host are not doing so in
order to receive a reward. There is no guarantee of a gift in return for hos-
pitality. A reward is not their focus. Their motivation arises out of the
strong traditional expectation/demand that hospitality be offered to those

in need.
Hospitality involves a giving and receiving process. When we are given
to generously, we must be able to receive generosity offered to us. When
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we are guests, we offer what we bring to the situation in which we are cast
as the receivers. When we function as hosts, we give generously and must
be open to receive what may come to us from our guest who originally
came to us as one in need.

When we receive hospitality, we enter the situation as the ones in
need, and yet we bring something the host needs. Some of us in the
church, and especially in ministry, find it difficult to receive from others.
Offering hospitality requires our willingness to receive from others even as
we are the ones in the position of offering hospitality. We do not know what
to expect, and may become uneasy at the prospect, and we still can feel
assured that there will be some gift from the guest.

As guests we do not always know what we are going to bring to the
host. This can feel uncomfortable for a guest who has not arrived with a
traditionally identifiable hostess gift. What is more important in terms of
reciprocity happens, though, in what rakes place in the space of the visit,
not so much in the offering of a box of candy that was brought for the
host. The real gift from the guest is found in the relationship—in what
transpires in their connection as host and guest.

For Abraham and Sarah, the gift was a renewal of the hope that God's
promise to Abraham would indeed be fulfilled, in spite of the formidable
barriers presented by the ages of the prospective parents. Hope was rekin-
dled, even though Sarah laughingly responded to the announcement of
their guests’ prediction. The gift that is given is not the birth of a child
but the hope that lies in the promise revived. ’

Jesus’ role as guest to Simon’s invitation shifted to being guest to the
caring woman who treated Jesus with the graciousness that Simon had
neglected to demonstrate. In return, Jesus acknowledged to the woman
what was already hers—both forgiveness and salvation. Abraham and
Sarah’s guests rekindle hope in what was already theirs (by God’s prom-
ise). Within their interchanges as guests and hosts our biblical host-
characters received invaluable gifts, which turn out (in two of the stories)
to be reminders of what they already have.

The passage in Matthew 25:35-40 is joined by another in Hebrews to
give us a further dimension of reciprocity.

Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some
have entertained angels without knowing it. Remetmber those who are
in prison, as though you were in prison with them; those who are being
tortured, as though you yourselves were being wortured. (Hebrews 13:2-3,
emphasis mine)

15



Hearing Beyond the Words

In Matthew, Jesus said the familiar, “Truly [ tell you, just as you did it to
one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me”
(25:40). In these passages from Matthew and Hebrews we learn that we
are to see ourselves as though we are in the place of those to whom we offer
acts of hospitality—in the place of those in need, in other words. Being
able to put ourselves in the shoes of another person is a part of hospiral-
ity that may be understood as reciprocity. '

In the now-to-be-expected turnaround, those in need are Jesus. What
we offer them, to meet their needs, is as though we offer it to Jesus. This
passage also recalls the tradition of Abraham and Sarah and their guests
in the desert, reinforcing the view that they offered generous hospitality
unaware of the identity of those they served. My conclusion is that being
Christian means being hospitable.

The Hebrews passage noted above points out that when we offer hos-
pitality we do so with recognition that we put ourselves in the place of
the one who is in need. When we offer, as hosts, we are to remember that
we are also receiving in the place of the guest. The guest’s struggle is our
struggle. We identify with the person to whom we offer hospitality; we
identify with the guest, the one who is in need, to whom we respond with
our hospitality.

One woman offered a demonstration of reciprocity in hospitality dur-
ing her terminal stay in the hospital. Shirley became the enthusiastic host
of everyone who served her during her stay. Here she was the guest in
terms of their care for her, but she persistently took on the role of being
host to them. She insisted, even as she grew weaker, on having someone
take her picture with each and every person who helped her or offered her
service (and hospitality). Her camera was always nearby. When someone
took her to X-ray, his or her picture was taken with her. When someone
cleaned her room or changed her bed, their pictures were taken with her.
Those who pushed her wheelchair from place to place were required to
pose for their photo with her. Every visitor, every staff member; no one
was left out. Every service person, no matter how small their task, went
into her growing album. Shirley’s actions reveal the back-and-forth, shift-
ing between giving and receiving, alternating nature of hospitality that
we are identifying as reciprocity in hospitality.

Shirley enthusiastically honored each person with whom she came
into contact while she was in the hospital. I do not have a clearer image
of someone keeping the faith. The roles of host and guest shifted regu-
larly. Her ability to maintain reciprocity in her relationships with those
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upon whose service she was dependent was inspiring. The host on hand
was clearly Jesus, as he was also the one who was represented in each per-
son who served Shirley. Clearly she served Jesus in every person she hon-
ored. Those who served her also served Jesus.

Obedience in Hospitality

[n addition to the qualities of hospitality that have been discussed and
that we will be exploring in relation to the practice of listening in min-
istry, there is another further issue in relation to hospitality. Not only
have we seen that hospitality is expected, but we also can see that hospi-
tality is demanded/commanded. In order to be obedient followers of Jesus,
we must be those who offer hospitality. In this section we will look at the
issue of obedience in relation to hospitality. Might we also be expected to
listen as part of our obedience to God?

In our examples from the Hebrew Scriptures, we see that our hosts were
well aware of the requirement of both their faith and their culture to wel-
come strangers—to offer hospitality to those in need. Out of his commit-
ment to what was expected by his faith, Lot insisted, against the
resistance of the strangers, that they come to his home for the night
rather than stay in the town square where they intended to remain {per-
haps, from what the strangers had heard about Sodom, they had expected
no one to offer them hospitality).™ In the story about Jesus and the hos-
pitable woman, the Pharisee, above all, should have been the one who
was obedient; instead, the woman Simon viewed as unclean (as one who
didn’t keep the laws of the Torah) was the one who took up the command
to offer hospitality.!* The true host often emerges as an unexpected par-
ticipant in the scene, as the one who is willing to be obedient. In the story
of the Good Samaritan the surprising host turns out not to be the priest,
and not the Levite, but the Samaritan, who was obedient and took on the
role of being host to the robbed and beaten man.'s The Samaritan’s role
as host did not end when he handed the wounded man over to another
host, for he continued to provide what the man would need after he left
him—he supplied another host to take over the role of host in his place
and subsidized the new host.

First Peter 4:9 makes hospitality a direct order: “Be hospitable to one
another without complaining.” Within the list in which Paul defines the
marks of the true Christian, along with “Love one another,” “Rejoice in
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hope,” and “Do not repay anyone evil for evil,” we find “Extend hospi-
tality to strangers” (Rom. 12:9-17). Who we are as Christians is hos-
pitable. That is what is expected of us in dojng the will of God under the
guidance of Jesus Christ. We are those who extend hospitality to the
stranger, welcome others, offer the needy what they lack, and give others
space in our homes and hearts.

Interconnections of the Characteristics of
Hospitality

Whereas | have gone to some lengths to understand hospitality by
defining four different characteristics found in hospitality, these charac-
teristics do not separate from one another neatly or clearly. We see that
coutage is necessary for both humility and vulnerability, and sometimes
for thoughtful availability. Silence is an issue in thoughtful availability
and in reciprocity, but also in humility. Conflict can bring all of the char-
acteristics into play, calling on their presence to offer resolution.

Prayer, along with conflict, calls for the presence and interweaving of
all four characteristics of hospitality. Humility, vulnerability, and
thoughtful availability may be most evident in prayer, but [ would chal-
lenge an understanding of prayer that excludes reciprocity. The charac-
teristics of hospitality might be seen as a team working together as we
proceed to see their application in listening.

Connecting Hospitality and Listening

In this chapter we have unpacked hospitality as it appears in several
Scriptures. We see core qualities present in acts of hospitality: vulnera-
bility, humility, thoughtful availability, and reciprocity. We also learn that
in order to be obedient and faithful, we must become thase who offer
hospitality.

Hospitality requires that there be host and guest. At first sight we rec-
ognize who is the host and who are the guests, but we have discovered
that the roles of host and guest may shift in the midst of a scene or as the
scene comes to a close. We discover that this will also happen in acts of

listening.
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Hospitality involves the acts of welcoming and receiving, which are
the essence of listening. When we indicate that we are willing to listen
to someone, we have welcomed that person. When we listen and hear
another person, we have received them. When we listen, we open our-
selves not only to hear, but also to being vulnerable to our own pain as
well as to the pain of the other. We recognize humility—having a right
perspective on ourselves—which is required in order to be able to offer
appropriate hospitality and effective listening.

What we experience and do in that process of welcoming and receiv-
ing in the practice of listening is the focus for the following chapters. We
will in each of the next four chapters pick up one of the qualities of hos-
pitality that have been presented and examine them as they can be
brought to bear on our practice of listening.

Focus Questions

Recall a time when you experienced true hospitality.

What was the occasion?

Where were you?

Who provided the hospitality?

What was unexpected in the experience?

Can you name specific indicators that identified this experience as one of
hospitality?

How did it feel to you to be the guest?

Exercise 1: Attentive Listening

Preparation: If you are using this book as a part of a class or any small
group setting, this exercise is designed to take place during the first or sec-
ond session within the context of the session/class. Participants should
take the opportunity to introduce themselves to others, choosing to share
something significant about themselves. This is not an opportunity for
participants to tell where they are from or whether they are single or mar-
ried. This is an opportunity to offer others something that is important to
you, but may not be known by others. Offer something that feels com-
fortable to share. It is an opportunity to give others something to remem-
ber. Introductions should be random and not follow a course around the
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room from one side to the other. The leader should go first to model the
exercise, but also to give participants some time to think. In this way, the
leader also models hospitality. The leader should ask participants to share
at will. -

The Exercise: Now you are prepared. You no longer have to focus on
yourself and what you are going to have to say. Put your introduction to
the side until you are ready to present it and give the other participants
your focus. The plan is for you to be able to fully attend to what the oth-
ers are telling you about themselves. This is a challenge in listening. Your
temptation will likely be to respond to what someone else says when you
have heard a connection with your own life. “l came from Cincinnati,
too. What schoal did you go to?”

The exercise is to practice not doing that. Listen as clearly as possible.
Remember everyone’s name. Feel free to ask for any clarifications you
want from a speaker, not prolonging the exercise unduly. If you are com-
fortable with doing so and would find it helpful, make notes during the
introductions. Notes can be about your own listening or to help you
remember what others say and help you remember their names.

Follow-up: Make some notes to yourself about what you were doing as
others spoke. When you lost focus on the speaker notice what led you
away. Evaluate how well you are able to remain focused on the person
speaking and do not be busy revising your own introduction. This is a
good point for using a listening journal. Think about how you might work
on anything you discovered that hindered your listening. What have you
learned about your listening?
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CHAPTER TwO

PREPARING TO LISTEN:
HUMILITY IN LISTENING

Introduction

The greatest gift we bring to the listening process is ourselves. And

the most important thing to do in order to listen well is to keep

ourselves out of the way. Here we have a fundamental paradox in
listening. We bring to the task of listening our lives of experiences—what
we have learned in relationships with family and friends, in church and
community, in classes and supervision for ministry, in clinical pastoral
education, and in ministry experiences. Something in all of this will help
us understand what someone says to us, but any of this also has the poten-
tial for blocking what we are able to hear.

Human experience draws us, as we listen to another, to “filling in” from
our own lives, in which case we tend not to hear the person to whom we
are “listening.” Qur own experience takes the focus and abandons its
potential for being a gift for listening and becomes instead a barrier to lis-
tening. Self-awareness enables us to recognize when we are getting in the
way of the listening we are trying to do—when we have added our own
experience to the speaker’s story.

In order to listen accurately to another person we need unflinching, com-
passionate, and bold self-awareness. We only achieve self-awareness when
we are able to see ourselves with appropriate humility. Effective listening
emerges in a context of appropriate humility and honest self-awareness.
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