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I read a very interesting article this week. It talked about how our word choices have
subliminal impacts that we might not be aware of. One of the examples in the article was
Saddleback Church in California and how they view the difference between the words
visitor and guest. If you haven’t heard of Saddleback Church, perhaps you’ve heard of their
pastor – Rick Warren and his “Purpose Driven Life” book. When you hear the word visitor,
there is an implication that the person – the visitor – is not going to a place to stay but
rather, look around, check things out and probably not be back. Saddleback Church doesn’t
prepare for visitors; they prepare for guests. When you prepare for a guest, you do
everything you can to make them feel comfortable. Think about what you do when guests
are coming to your house. You clean up the place; perhaps you make a special meal; if
they’re staying with you, you put fresh sheets on the bed. We go out of our way for guests;
visitors – not so much.

Now think about how you feel when you’re treated like a guest rather than just a visitor.
You might feel special that all of this effort was made for you. Perhaps it makes you feel a
bit uncomfortable to realize that your host was thinking of what they could do for you. But
chances are you are still appreciative of what was done.
When you walk into a new establishment for the first time – whether it’s a church, a
restaurant or a doctor’s office – you play several roles. When you walk in, you’re a stranger;
you know nobody, you don’t know what to expect, you don’t know how you’ll be treated.

The transformation into the next role is determined by how you are received. Are you
made to feel welcome, comfortable and put at ease? If so, you are now a guest. But you
don’t become a guest by happenstance: You become a guest based on the actions of the host
– the people who are already a part of the establishment. The hosts are the ones who are
giving of themselves to ensure that new people feel welcome.
After a period of being treated like a guest, the final transformation takes place: You now
become part of that establishment and experience a sense of ownership. You have now
become a host and begin to do what needs to be done to make sure that the transformation
occurs for other new people.
Jesus experienced these three roles shortly after his resurrection. I invite you to hear these
words from Luke 24; we visited them briefly on Easter Sunday but they have much more to
teach us.
[Read Luke 24:13-35]

We hear again the story of the disciples travelling the road to Emmaus when Jesus appears
to them – first as a stranger, then as a guest and finally as a host. This story gives us some
guidance as to how to do a better job of welcoming and including people in the life of the
church.
The disciples are walking along the road on the afternoon of the resurrection when Jesus
comes to them and starts walking with them – only they don’t recognize him. Jesus asks
them what they’re talking about and one of them says, “Are you the only person in
Jerusalem who doesn’t know what’s been going on?”
Jesus is initially depicted as a stranger, giving his disciples the challenge of showing
hospitality. And they practice philoxenia, which literally means “love of the stranger.”

Philoxenia is one of the Greek words used in the New Testament for hospitality. This
approach is drastically different from what we usually hear about and experience today –
xenophobia, which is fear of the stranger.
What would it mean for us to practice philoxenia? What does it look like? We do it every
time we speak to a stranger. We do it when we get to know somebody who is different from
us – a different race, culture, nationality. We do it with our willingness to let go of
something that we like or that makes us comfortable to ensure that someone who likes
different things has that comfort.
This is philoxenia – love of stranger. When we practice it, we discover that strangers really
aren’t so strange.
Fortunately, the two disciples on the road to Emmaus rise to this challenge. As they come
near the village that is their destination, Jesus walks ahead as if he’s going to keep going.
But the disciples urge him strongly to stay with them because it was almost nightfall. So
Jesus goes stays with them and he becomes their guest. They welcome and include him in
their lives, and invite him to stay with them.

Jesus wants us to take good care of the guests we encounter. He challenges us to feed the
hungry and welcome outcasts as he did throughout his ministry. Since we, the members of
the church, are the physical body of Christ in the world today, we’re supposed to continue
his work. We show his presence in the world every time we practice hospitality in his
name, whether we’re feeding the hungry or welcoming a guest to worship.

Guests are important to Jesus, which is why he played that role on the road to Emmaus. He
wanted to challenge his followers to see him as a guest and take good care of him.
There’s a scene in the gospel of Matthew that stresses the importance of this kind of care. In
the final judgment of the nations in Matthew 25, Jesus announces that he frequently
appears to us as a guest. Specifically, he comes in the form of people who are in need of
food, drink and a warm welcome. He says to his followers, “Come, you that are blessed by
my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; for I
was hungry and you gave me food. I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was
a stranger and you welcomed me.”
The followers of Jesus hear these words, but they’re confused. They don’t remember seeing
Jesus and helping him, so they ask, “Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry…thirst…a
stranger?” Jesus answers them, “Truly, I 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.”
Jesus comes to us as a guest. When we help a person in need, we’re really helping Jesus.
And this happens not only in church, but on the street, in school and in the workplace. This
can be tough to do at the office, because the workplace has become such a competitive and
anxious place, with everyone forced to do more with less. But even there, when you help a
person in need, you’re helping Jesus.

But notice what happens next on the road to Emmaus. Jesus, the stranger, becomes a guest
of the disciples when he accepts their invitation to stay. But then he quickly changes roles.
When he’s sitting at the table with them, he becomes their host – he takes bread, blesses it,
and gives it to them. Then their eyes are opened and they recognize him – and he vanishes

from their sight. They found that, because they welcomed a stranger, they actually
welcomed the Lord.
The role of Jesus changes from stranger to guest to host when he sits at the table and break
the bread. This transition continues to happen today, when the risen Christ nourishes us
through the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. As the bread is broken, we’re invited to open
our hearts to the presence of Christ. He has come to feed us, and to fill us with his power
and his presence.

It’s critically important for us to permit Jesus to be our host; to eat his bread, drink his cup
and allow his body and blood to become part of our body and blood; to accept the
forgiveness he offers and to allow ourselves to be strengthened and inspired.
The passage ends with the two disciples racing back to Jerusalem to share the news of their
experience with the other disciples. They tell them what happened on the road, and how
Jesus “had been made known to them in the break of the bread.”
This message is a proclamation, and it’s something we’re all challenged to do. To make a
proclamation is simply to talk about how we’ve experienced the activity of God, Jesus and
the Holy Spirit. It’s going to be different for all of us, and differences are just fine – they are
part of the diversity of life in a church that is a home of all.
Pope Frances has caused quite a stir within the Roman Catholic Church by working to make
the church “the home of all.” He spoke of proclamation and Christian hospitality in an
interview saying, “Proclamation focuses on the essentials, on the necessary things. This is

also what fascinates and attracts more, what makes the heart burn, as it did for the
disciples at Emmaus.”
He mentions Emmaus because this is where Jesus came to his disciples as a stranger, as a
guest and as a host. Emmaus is where we learn how to welcome one another around a table
and then go out into the world with a proclamation. Emmaus is where we come together
and strengthen our bonds with Jesus and with each other. Let us all strive to be the best
hosts we can be. Amen.

