Local Arrangement. Hospitality.
Opening Words. 
Jesus Christ is the same yesterday today and forever.

So is hospitality and the need to share it, for it changes not just the receiver but the giver too.

As Jesus ate with sinners and outcasts, so we must break bread with those who are outside our comfort zones. Who knows, we may entertain angels unawares.

Hymn No 102 StF For the beauty of the earth.
Prayers. 
Loving God, we come today as the family of your people, those you have united in Christ.

And as we come, reminded of that great truth, we give you thanks for all the families to which we belong.

We think of families among who we have been raised - those with whom we have shared so much, to who we are especially close and who will always be precious to us.

We think of the family of humankind, the common bound that ties us together, the variety of peoples and nations of which we form a part, the diversity of cultures and customs.

Loving Lord, we thank you that we share something in common with all people  near and far, our lives interwoven, inter-related, interdependent and intertwined..

Help us we pray to recognise more fully what that means, to appreciate the responsibilities it brings and the opportunities to share it offers. And so may learn to love our neighbours as ourselves. 
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Forgive us though when we sometimes fail in this task.

When in thinking only of ourselves, when we have missed the needs of others.

Help us to live more truly as your people with a due sense of responsibility towards others - the sick, the homeless, the lonely and sorrowful.

May all we say; all we do and all we are bear witness to you and the wonder of your love
Welcoming God, open out lives to receive the visitor with your spirit of over-flowing generosity and self-giving love.

Open our ears and hearts to see Christ in the unexpected stranger.

Open our hearts and minds to greet all creation as a guest. Amen.

The rule of St Benedict. 
I’ve no doubt most of you will have heard of St Benedict and Benedictine monks and monasteries. St Benedict wrote a number of rules by which those who lived in his monasteries were to live by. The whole thing is called the Rule of St Benedict and its quite lengthy being split into different sections, one of which is headed hospitality or reception of guests and hospitality is one of the key components of the Benedictine lifestyle.

Long before the days of budget hotel chains there was a network of accommodation for travellers which stretched all across Europe. It was possible for travellers by foot, mule or donkey to travel from Edinburgh to Rome or Lisbon to Berlin with a reassurance of finding a welcome and shelter for the night in monasteries and priories all thanks to St Benedict.

The roots of this monastic hospitality can be found in the bible and two ideas stand out very clearly. First - let the sick be served in very need as Christ and second - let all guests that come be received as Christ.

Reading - Genesis 18:1-8. 
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Reflection. 
Picture the scene. A group of people are gathered round a table to eat and the lady of the house invites her young daughter to say a blessing before the meal.

But I don’t know what to say, she says. Well, just say what you’ve heard me say, said her mother. So the little girl said, ‘Lord, why on earth did I invite all these people to dinner.’

There’s a moral in there somewhere but I’m not sure what it is.

The story of Abraham and his guests definitely has a moral to it. In the bible the guests are revealed to be angels, in fact, the implication is pretty strong that one of them is God himself. And they tell Abraham and Sarah - who have never been able to have a child together, who are 100 AND 90 YEARS OLD RESPECTIVELY THAT Sarah will give birth to a son.
The moral is a familiar one from centuries of folktales and fairytales. Welcome the stranger without hope of reward and you will be rewarded beyond your wildest dreams.

And many people today will tell you they believe this to be true from their own experiences, even if their guests didn’t necessarily have supernatural powers.
But the story’s all about hospitality.

Eastern cultures still value hospitality as a prime virtue. Abraham opened his home - or should I say tent -to three complete strangers because it was the right thing to do and his welcome by our standards would have definitely been four stars.
Not just a quick hello and a handshake. He bows low to the ground and pleads with them to stay awhile. In his greeting he makes himself their servant, the very thing that later on in the gospel Jesus urges his followers to do.

And then he washes their feet.

When you’ve walked all day in the blazing sun across the desert wearing only strappy sandals then it must have been pure heaven, even for an angel, to stick your feet in a bowl of cool water.
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These strangers are not just here for a quick visit. Abraham is offering them a chance to rest up for a while. He is thinking about all their needs, sitting then in the shade of a tree, giving them some relief from the midday sun. 

And then he organises a bit of food. I always have to smile when I read that bit because this wasn’t just a couple of ham sandwiches. This was more like a banquet. A sack of flour would have made more than just a few loaves and then we have the best calf and milk and cream.

I read somewhere that men in those days had bigger appetites than they do today, but that was ridiculous. No way could they eat all that food. But maybe that wasn’t the idea. Maybe he was thinking ahead, preparing them for the journey to come by restocking their provisions,

Abraham and Sarah welcomes strangers into their home thinking that all they were doing was providing food and drink for three tired, hungry men. But their lives were never the same afterwards because Sarah had the baby she yearned for and Abraham became the father of a great nation.
Hymn 272 StF  From heaven you came helpless babe.
Reading - Luke 10:38-42 
Reflection. 
Picture a small room in a poor house. It’s clean and tidy and this is important when you’re poor because your dignity depends on it rather than you’re few possessions.

There’s not much furniture - just a couple of wooden chests against a wall and a simple low table. Some clothes lie neatly folded on the chests while others hang from pegs on the wall.

The sleeping mats are unfurled for you to sit on and there are a few cushion rolls for your back.                                                
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Mary, Maths and Lazarus were friends of Jesus. Their home was the place where he came for a meal and a bed for the night, a place where he could relax. Sometimes we read the gospels superficially, making little effort to understand the pressures that Jesus was under. The nervous energy he used in teaching, in meeting doubt and criticism. All the pressures public life brings. He needed times of quiet with friends.
Hospitality was important and hospitality meant food for the guests even in a poor home. Martha was a good hostess, always busy, showing her love in practical ways.
Mary had a different personality, wanting to be near Jesus, even if it meant neglecting the usual customs.

The writer who’d spent some time in India said he’d learnt that you could sit in a village home for an hour or more talking with your host while out back his wife got the food ready. Even if it was only a glass of tea and tasted of smoke or rice and vegetables, it was prepared with care and took time. And even when it was served the hostess wouldn’t sit down and eat with you. It was far more important to stand and serve you, to fill your plate or glass and make sure you were comfortable.

It also meant the evening could end without ever talking to the hostess other than saying thank you, and without any chance of developing a bond of any sort.

Martha was doing just what was expected of her. It was Mary who was being unconventional. It explained why Martha was upset and rebuked Mary in front of Jesus. And that also tells us something about the close relationship Jesus had with these friends.

The fact that Martha could take her feelings to Jesus and involve him in a family argument shows how unself-conscious they were with each other. Usually when we have guests to dinner any disagreements are kept hidden till later.
It isn’t thought that Jesus was saying that Martha shouldn’t feed them - if that was the case we would have had a much more jaundiced account if the disciples had gone to bed hungry - but he was saying that friendship was more important and suggesting gently that giving so much time to the food left no time to give to him.
It’s one thing showing your love by doing things for people but there are times when we need simply to sit with them and hear what they are trying to tell us.

Hymn No 545 StF Be Thou my vision O Lord of my heart
Reflection 
I once read about a little boy who enjoyed his new baby sister for a week or two and then informed his parents, ‘Okay, You can send her back now’. They were a bit taken aback as you can imagine, but not nearly as shocked as he was when they gently told him that she wasn’t just a visitor. She was a member of the family for keeps. For better or worse.

It may take ten or twenty years, but he’ll be glad they didn’t send her back. Like Abraham and Sarah’s angel guests, she has gifts to bring him that he can’ even imagine: gifts of companionship, humour, challenge and adventure; all the gifts of having a sister.

If we reflect for a moment on our closest friends, the people aside from our family who mean the most to us - we’ll realise that every single one of them entered our lives as a complete stranger. But what wonderful gifts these stingers have brought to us.
And that’s what we get when we practice hospitality as a church. Like the little boy with the new sister, we get an extended, expanded family who can bring us unexpected gifts in all shapes and sizes. The world needs people who know how to welcome each other.
The definition of an angel is a being who brings a blessing. And when we do open our homes and our churches and our hearts to others we will find ourselves unexpectedly blessed.
The story of Abraham and Sarah is almost always linked to a couple of verses from The Letter to the Hebrews. This is what the writer says - Keep on loving one another as Christian brothers 
Remember to welcome strangers into your homes. There were some who did that and welcomed strangers without knowing it. Amen.
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Prayers of Intercession. 
Lord God, we bring before you those we don’t consider to be within the bounds of our hospitality: the poor and sick of other nations, refugees, the homeless on our own streets and those who are on the edges of society.

Lord, we feel we do our bit. We give money for their needs and pay our dues as Christians should. But we cannot invite the whole world into our homes. 

And yet……..help us to understand that hospitality is a moveable feast. Jesus was a host although he had no home to call his own. It was in his welcome and the warmth he showed to people.
So, Lord, when we come across those who are on the margins, move us not just to walk on by and we thank you Lord for those who work, paid or as a volunteer, for those in need and we pray for their continuing strength and resolve in righting the injustices in society.
 And may we be given the grace to extend the hand of friendship and maybe drop a kind word or deed here or there, even if we can do little else

Show us Lord, what you would have is do. Amen.

The Lord’s Prayer.                                           
Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name. Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us. 

And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.

For Thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory. For ever and ever. Amen/ 

Hymn.  Take my life and let it be consecrated Lord to Thee.
Sending Out. 

Heavenly Father, As we leave this place and go out into the world may we find time to be still and reflective, to find ways to be helpful and encouraging and be willing to be changed and eager to serve. Amen.
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