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On a road leading out of Jerusalem, two men ... two followers of Jesus Christ, recount the news of the crucifixion of Jesus Christ to a stranger ... a stranger on the road to Emmaus. 

Listen for God’s word to you.

13 Now on that same day (the day of Resurrection) two of them were going to a village called Emmaus, about seven miles from Jerusalem, 

14 and talking with each other about all these things that had happened. 

15 While they were talking and discussing, Jesus himself came near and went with them, 

16 but their eyes were kept from recognizing him. 

17 And he said to them, "What are you discussing with each other while you walk along?" They stood still, looking sad. 

18 Then one of them, whose name was Cleopas, answered him, "Are you the only stranger in Jerusalem who does not know the things that have taken place there in these days?" 

19 Jesus asked them, "What things?" They replied, "The things about Jesus of Nazareth, who was a prophet mighty in deed and word before God and all the people, 

20 and how our chief priests and leaders handed him over to be condemned to death and crucified him. 

21 But we had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel. Yes, and besides all this, it is now the third day since these things took place. 

22 Moreover, some women of our group astounded us. They were at the tomb early this morning, 

23 and when they did not find his body there, they came back and told us that they had indeed seen a vision of angels who said that he was alive.

24 Some of those who were with us went to the tomb and found it just as the women had said; but they did not see him." 

25 Then Jesus said to them, "Oh, how foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have declared! 

26 Was it not necessary that the Messiah should suffer these things and then enter into his glory?" 

27 Then beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures. 

28 As they came near the village to which they were going, he walked ahead as if he were going on. 

29 But they urged him strongly, saying, "Stay with us, because it is almost evening and the day is now nearly over." So he went in to stay with them. 

30 When he was at the table with them, he took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them. 

31 Then their eyes were opened, and they recognized him; and he vanished from their sight. 

32 They said to each other, "Were not our hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the road, while he was opening the scriptures to us?" 

33 That same hour they got up and returned to Jerusalem; and they found the eleven and their companions gathered together. 

34 They were saying, "The Lord has risen indeed, and he has appeared to Simon!" 

35 Then they told what had happened on the road, and how he had been made known to them in the breaking of the bread. 

This is the word of our Lord. Thanks be to God!
I believe that one of the greatest threats to the church today comes from inside of us ... and it can be described in one word ... xenophobia ... fear of the stranger. The embracing and welcoming hospitality for everyone modeled by Jesus Christ is slowly being replaced in the church by fear of the stranger. 

It seems we meet everyone’s gaze with a wary eye ... wondering what that person’s hidden agenda is really about ... what is it that they want from me. Instant mistrust blinds us. After all ... I’ve got to first protect myself. And as our distrust of the stranger grows ... our attitudes spill into the culture only adding to growing hostility in this world ... an anxious world ... a less inviting world ... a world that is sorely in need of a Christ-like role model once again.

But I learned a new word this week that speaks right to the heart of xenophobia  ... and that is xenophilia ... the love and friendship for strangers ... a love that makes room for the other person. I read a wonderful illustration of xenophilia I want to share with you ... it’s about an abbey in Austria with an icon picturing a small town or community in which people can be seen walking the streets of the town as they attend to the tasks of the day. 

In the foreground is a large table with people sitting around it sharing a meal. Everyone in the icon looks quite ordinary except for one thing—a glow or halo encircles the head of each person. The icon is titled “Xenophilia,” love and friendship for strangers. 

In a paper prepared for the Baylor University Center for Christian Ethics, Paul Waddell, writes that the icon’s title invited him to look at the icon differently, for it suggested that not everyone walking those streets or sitting at that table was a citizen of the town. It seems that some were strangers and outsiders, immigrants from elsewhere. 

“But,” as he described it, “all of them were able to enter the town because there were no walls surrounding it, nothing to suggest that some were welcome but others were not. Anyone could feel at home in this town because everyone was welcomed as friend.”

Instead of “xenophobia,” the fear of the stranger that increasingly grips our society, this little town embodied the befriending hospitality of God. Everyone who walked its streets glowed with holiness because they truly had learned to love whatever neighbors came their way, especially those neighbors it is easy to fear and, therefore, exclude. 

Everyone in the painting, Wadell wrote, “radiated the goodness of God because whether they were host or guest, citizen or stranger, love was being given and received. It was a holy exchange that characterizes all true hospitality.” Toward a Welcoming Congregation, Paul J. Wadell, Professor of Religious Studies at St. Norbert College in De Pere, Wisconsin True hospitality. 

A holy exchange. Such a good idea ... so hard to do. You see, there’s only one problem ... xenophilia is a whole lot harder to live than xenophobia ... it is so much easier to fear the stranger than it is to love the stranger. So much easier to turn our backs than it is to make room for someone we don’t know. And yet ... here we are only two weeks after our Easter celebration of the resurrected Christ ... and the joy of that day which should be celebratedevery Sunday ... seems to have faded ... much as it had done for the believers of Christ following that third day. 

But a stranger brought them good news ... and that stranger ... maybe even standing at our door right now ... still brings the good news.In the hospitality extended to the risen Christ on the road to Emmaus, eyes were opened. In the hospitality we are about to hear when Christ appears to his disciples, a holy exchange occurs as well. 

Listen for the voice of the Lord speaking to your heart, from the 24th chapter of the gospel of Luke, verses 36-48. 

While they were talking about this, Jesus himself stood among them and said to them, "Peace be with you." 

24:37 They were startled and terrified, and thought that they were seeing a ghost. 

24:38 He said to them, "Why are you frightened, and why do doubts arise in your hearts? 

24:39 Look at my hands and my feet; see that it is I myself. Touch me and see; for a ghost does not have flesh and bones as you see that I have." 

24:40 And when he had said this, he showed them his hands and his feet. 

24:41 While in their joy they were disbelieving and still wondering, he said to them, "Have you anything here to eat?"

24:42 They gave him a piece of broiled fish, 

24:43 and he took it and ate in their presence. 

24:44 Then he said to them, "These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you—

that everything written about me in the law of Moses, the prophets, and the psalms must be fulfilled." 

24:45 Then he opened their minds to understand the scriptures,

24:46 and he said to them, "Thus it is written, that the Messiah is to suffer and to rise from the dead on the third day, 

24:47 and that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem. 

24:48 You are witnesses of these things.

This is the word of our Lord. Thanks be to God!
Let us pray: May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all of our hearts be acceptable in Thy Sight, O Lord, our strength and our redeemer. Amen.

Have you ever eaten alone in a restaurant? What did it feel like? Did you watch other people ... other couples ... other families sharing a meal together? Did you think about your own family or friends and how you longed to be with them, but you were alone? 

I don’t know about you, but I don’t like eating alone. I usually eat pretty quickly so I can hurry up and leave. It makes me feel like I’m missing something. For me, dining alone is almost painful ... food is meant to be shared ... to be savored together ... conversation is the ultimate seasoning for any meal ... what a joy it is to share one’s life ... to learn what happened to you today ...  what problems did you face ... who did you see ... who did you meet for the first time ... what are you doing with the rest of the day ... what did you think about that movie ... that book ... that bit of news on the TV ... so much to share ... rich, diverse opinions on myriad subjects that make up all of our lives. 

But when you are alone ... and it’s just you and the plate before you . .  . well ... the meal never tastes quite as good. 

I also realize that I’ve never been in a restaurant by myself and had someone invite me to sit with them ... however, I also don’t recall a time when I ever invited someone I saw eating alone to come and sit with me. Xenophobia. 

But it wasn’t always that way ... particularly for disciples of Jesus Christ. In the ancient world, early Christians would go out of their way to welcome someone ... to show some good old fashion hospitality ... to even a stranger in their midst. Over and over throughout the gospels ... it was Christ who demonstrated what true hospitality at the table was all about ... inviting the outcast as well as the powerful to sit and eat and share in conversation ... often life-changing conversation. 

Hospitality ... inviting the stranger into your midst ... washing their feet ... cooking them a meal ... making them feel as though they were part of the family ... built relationships ... it broke down barriers that divided the rich from the poor ... the mighty from the powerless ... 
at the table as you broke bread and shared a common cup you could look beyond the social stigmas ... the cultural divides ... and build bridges of respect ... love and compassion for one another. In short ... table fellowship ... true hospitality ... builds the Kingdom of God.

OK then ... what does that look like in the church ... or what should it look like in the church? Waddell goes on to write that Christian hospitality is a matter of “welcoming, caring for, and befriending the stranger, the poor and needy, the homeless and destitute, the unloved and the unlikable, the weird and the strange, in gratitude to God and in imitation of Christ. 

“It may be the most important Christian calling for our times, but it is one we easily neglect unless we are part of faith communities who make it their aim. For Christians, he say, hospitality is not an occasional gesture but a whole way of being. It is not an interruption to our normal way of life but a habit, practice, or virtue that ought consistently to characterize our lives.” Toward a Welcoming Congregation 83 Paul J. Wadell, Professor of Religious Studies at St. Norbert College in De Pere, Wisconsin.
But I’m afraid that xenophobia still overrules xenophilia ... the stranger doesn’t often get invited. And that my friends ... is the challenge for the church today. It is a challenge for our church. Oh yes, we love to get new members who know the rules and regulations ... who have grown up as Presbyterians ... even if they were Baptist and Methodist ... we like it when we have new members who are willing to dig deeply into their pockets to support the work and mission of Columbia.  

But ... unless we are willing to emulate the sincere and loving practices of the early church ... unless we are willing to openly embrace the outcast ... the homeless ... the forgotten ... the single mother with the crying baby ... the old man who talks to himself ... the lonely new neighbor who barely speaks our language ... the newly released prisoner who seeks to remake his life ... unless we are willing to make hospitality to the stranger our number one issue by making room for everyone ... then God’s kingdom cannot be built here. 

Now I’ve got to admit that we do a pretty good job here at Columbia in reaching out to the stranger ... I know many of you who are practicing xenophiles .. . . who reach out to the stranger and offer the hospitality of Jesus Christ every chance you get. 

That’s one of the things about this church that I love so well. But  ... we still have a ways to go. Just being a part of the church and delighting in the hospitality of others will never be enough. Because I believe the only way we will ever overcome our fears of the stranger ... no matter who the stranger is or however strange the stranger may be ... is to welcome someone together ... as a family ... to invite someone to sit down with your little group at a potluck and intentionally get to know them ... to make room in your conversation ... to listen to the needs of others ... and if necessary, to make room for that person here in this church in some special way ... to walk right over and ask the newcomer to sit down with you ... to invite them to a prayer group ... a Presbyterian Women’s function ... to even sing in the choir ... to go visit a homebound member ... to join your Sunday School class ... to be a part of your ministry team ... and, if necessary, even offer to help someone find a way to church every Sunday who might not have the means to get here.

Arthur runs a regular Sunday pickup for several members and friends ... and there are plenty of others in the church who are willing to stop by on the way to churchto pick up someone ... 
the point is ... it is our job as disciples to show hospitality ... to welcome the stranger ... to  build a relationship in the name of Jesus Christ.

I believe Waddell is right on target when he tells us that Christian congregations will be hospitable and welcoming when they envision themselves as fellowships of charity, communities of the friends of God who persevere in the creative and hopeful ways of God. Such a community, he points out, inspired the icon “Xenophilia.” 

We need more such communities today, he says, if we are not to be defeated by the dismaying and unpromising strategies of a culture of fear. Christian congregations have another calling. Instead of being communities marked by fear and mistrust, they ought to be communities formed in the charity and hospitality of God, communities that do not see the strangers of our world as threats to overcome, but as guests to welcome just as God always welcomes us. 

When our churches, he says, become skilled in this liberating hospitality, they will be like the people in that captivating icon. They will glow with the goodness and holiness of God. And everyone who comes to them will see it, even if they do not see it themselves. Toward a Welcoming Congregation, Paul J. Wadell, Professor of Religious Studies at St. Norbert College in De Pere, Wisconsin
There is no doubt in my mind that Columbia Presbyterian Church is growing into a community of Xenophilia ... a community that welcomes strangers. It’s what makes this church so vibrant and alive. And just like ancient Christians who were known by their acts of hospitality ... we, too, are becoming known throughout our surrounding neighborhoods as a church that cares ... that welcomes everyone ... and a church that ministers with love and compassion in the name of Jesus Christ. 

But let’s don’t get complacent ... we still have a long ways to go yet ... we still haven’t become the community we are called to be. It’s hard work. But Christ is calling us to be a place where true hospitality is known by the holy exchange we give to everyone we meet. And that is a real challenge for all of us in this world who meets the stranger with fear. It's a challenge we must face ... but I have no doubt that we are being called to open our doors even wider and invite Christ's welcoming Spirit of love and hospitality to dwell in each of our hearts. 

So let him in—let Christ into your heart ... and see who he brings with him.

Let us pray:

We are Your people; Lord, by your grace,

You dare to make us ... Christ to our neighbors,

Of every nation and race.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

