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One of my favorite places for a quiet retreat is the Norbertine Center outside of 
Albuquerque, New Mexico.  The distractions there are few, the silence is plentiful and the 
opportunities to reflect and worship are meaningful.  The last time I visited was about 
seven years ago.  I stayed in a little one room hermitage with a small kitchenette, 
bathroom and sleeping area.    

Father Tony met me at the airport and drove me to the monastery where I would be 
staying.  After showing me the room, Father Tony told me that they had morning and 
evening vespers service every day and I was welcome to join the monks if I would like. 

Later that evening, I went to the chapel where about ten monks gathered to sing the 
evening service.  I followed one of the monks into the chapel and saw that he picked up a 
hymnal, so I pulled one from the shelf as well.  As I sat down, another monk came over 
and marked the worship book for me, pointing out which hymns and which prayers we 
would be doing.  Had he not done this, I would have been lost trying to figure out what 
page they were reading from.  Because he did this, I was able to fully participate in the 
worship service.  I found it to be a simple, but very meaningful service.  We read psalms, 
prayed together and sang a capella.  

The next morning, the same monk had already marked a hymnbook for me before I 
arrived.  He had no way of knowing that I am not a morning person and it was unusual 
for me to be there ready for worship at 7:00 a.m.  But, he had prepared the hymnbook, 
just in case.  And I appreciated that thoughtfulness.  His hospitality allowed me to focus 
upon the worship rather than fumbling through an unfamiliar hymnbook. 

At the end of the week, I was preparing to leave the monastery on a Sunday morning.  I 
was looking forward to worshipping with the monks one last time.  As I entered the 
chapel, however, no one was there.  Another woman on a retreat, entered the chapel and 
we both puzzled over its emptiness.  A few minutes later, Father Tony arrived.  Sunday 
morning mass would be the three of us.  Father Tony explained that the monks had been 
invited to participate in a 50 year anniversary for another church.  They were looking 
forward to this time, but Father Tony remembered the people who were staying in the 
retreat center.  He volunteered to remain behind in case any of us showed up for Sunday 



morning mass.   

I appreciated that.  Even though there were only three of us, we took turns saying the 
prayers, reading the psalms, singing the liturgy and then sharing communion with one 
another.  It was a great way to end the week there. 

Overall, one of the most memorable aspects of this week was the hospitality.  The monks 
were gracious hosts and very welcoming of me.  Their kindness and hospitality made it 
possible for me to gain what I needed from that time away. 

It reminded me of the importance of hospitality.  Can you recall a time when someone 
showed that kind of hospitality to you?  When did someone make you feel welcome?  
How did that feel? 

Now imagine what it is like for someone to visit this church for the first time.  There are 
multiple entryways into the church.  Someone who has never been here before likely 
walks in and wonders, “Which way do I go now?”   

And once inside the sanctuary, imagine looking around wondering where to sit and the 
fear that you might sit in someone’s pew!  You look at the bulletin and wonder, when am 
I supposed to stand?  What parts do I sing?  Where do I find the hymns?  These are the 
kinds of things we take for granted.  But for someone visiting for the first time, these 
little things can be disorienting. 

That is why hospitality is so important.  We do what we can to make the process as 
friendly to first time visitors as possible, with greeters at the door and ushers at the 
entrances and explanations in the bulleting.  But nothing can take the place of a kind, 
smiling face that offers to help. It makes a world of difference if someone greets you and 
welcomes you here, if they shake your hand, look you in the eye and invite you to come 
back, if they offer to take you to the library for coffee and fellowship or invite you to join 
them for Sunday School. That is the kind of hospitality that makes a difference. 

This is part of what distinguished the early church.  Professor Mortimer Arias states that 
one of the things that led to the success of the early church was its friendly hospitality.  
This hospitality impressed the Roman emperor who commanded the local governors to 
practice this same hospitality if they wanted the empire to grow and remain civil.   

The early church was known for its hospitality.  Perhaps this was the result of the 
scriptures that we heard this morning.  Jesus said to his disciples, that “whoever 
welcomes you welcomes me.”  It is another reminder of the statement made on another 
occasion that whatever we do to someone else, we do to Jesus.  When we offer a cold 
drink of water, we are encouraged to imagine that the one we are serving is none other 
than Jesus himself.  When we feed someone who is hungry, care for someone who is sick, 



help someone in need, the same is true.  We are encouraged to treat them as we would 
treat Jesus. 

It is a great way of viewing hospitality.  After all, wouldn’t we provide a different level of 
service if we thought it was Jesus we were serving?   

It reminds me of the story about the time the pope visited Columbus.  The pope had just 
finished mass and was taking a limousine to the airport.  Since he had never driven a 
limo, he asked the chauffeur if he could drive to the airport.  The reluctant chauffeur 
pulled over and climbed into the back of the limo, and the Pope took the wheel. The Pope 
then merged onto Interstate 65 and promptly accelerated to over 90 mph to see what the 
limo could do.  
 
Suddenly, the Pope noticed the flashing lights of the Indiana State Trooper in his rear 
view mirror and so he pulled over. The trooper approached the limo, peered in through 
the windows, then said, "Just a moment please, I need to call in."  
 
The trooper called in and explained to the chief that he had a very important person 
pulled over for speeding. "How do I handle this, chief?" asked the trooper. "Is it Larry 
Bird?" questioned the chief. "No! This guy is even more important!"  
 
"Is it Andrew Luck?" asked the chief.  
 
"No! Even more important!"  
 
"Well, who is it?“ screamed the chief.  
 
"I don't know, sir," replied the trooper, "but he's got the Pope as his chauffeur. 

Imagine how we would treat the people around us if we viewed them as Jesus in disguise!  
That is what the scriptures encouraged of the early church.  Treat each person with the 
kindness you would accord to any person of honor.  Imagine that the one you are meeting 
is none other than Jesus himself.   

That is what makes our hospitality so important. We are encouraged to treat everyone 
with the same level of kindness and compassion we would give to Jesus.  How would we 
go out of our way to welcome someone who is important, powerful, successful, well-
known?  But the one we are welcoming is none other than a child of God and how much 
more important can someone be than that.  The person you meet, friend or stranger, at the 
church door, is a child of God worthy of our great respect and kindness. 

In his book, “Refrigerator Rights,” Hoosier author Will Miller discusses the social 
disconnection that has taken place in our society.  For the past two generations, the 



figures for relocation have remained about the same.  Every year, one in seven folks will 
move to a new home.  This has been going on for a long time.  But in the past, those 
moves were often within town.  People moved from one side of town to another.  They 
were able to remain in the same social organizations, churches, schools.  They moved, 
but they didn’t move far. 

The difference today, however, is that one in seven families move each year, but those 
moves are of greater geographic distance.  We move to a new city, a new state, farther 
from the friends and family we grew up with.   

Miller suggests that this has led to greater reluctance to put down roots, to get involved in 
one’s community and to know one’s neighbors, because of the likelihood that we will 
move again in a few years.  What that means in terms of communities is that “the 
majority of people we encounter on a daily basis are strangers to us.  We behave one way 
toward friends and family and another way toward strangers.  And too often, we relate to 
strangers with our defenses up, ready to take offense and to retaliate.  The consequences 
of this approach are hurting us all.” 

The title of his book and the title of this sermon come from the sense of community that 
says, “If you are hungry, help yourself to anything in the refrigerator.  If you are hungry 
or thirsty, you have my full permission to eat or drink anything that you find there.”  
Refrigerator rights are the ability to make oneself at home.  And it is deeper than the 
ability to help oneself to the leftover meatloaf or a cold beverage.  Refrigerator rights are 
the kind of hospitality that say to someone, “If you need something, you know that you 
can come here.”  Need a shoulder to cry on, I’ll supply the tissues.  Have a need of any 
sort? This is a home that will be here for you. 

We would like to believe that our churches, all churches, are like this.  But some are more 
welcoming, more hospitable than others.     

I am reminded of a story that Fred Craddock tells.  As a student he was serving a small 
church not far from Oak Ridge Tennessee.  When the town began to blossom because of 
the atomic energy workers, people entered the small town from many different places.  
Fred spoke at a church council meeting saying that they needed to find ways to reach out 
to these newcomers. 

After hearing the proposal, one of the members commented that he didn’t think these 
newcomers would fit in with their congregation.  He said that they were just here 
temporarily, just construction people who are passing through.” 

Craddock persisted saying that even if they were here temporarily, the church should 
welcome them.  The council discussed the matter for some time before deciding that they 
would vote the next Sunday.  When that day arrived, one of the members stood and made 



a motion that in order to become a member of the church, one must own property in the 
county.  The motion was quickly seconded and passed.  The only person opposing the 
motion was Craddock and they reminded him that he was just a student pastor and his 
vote didn’t count.   

Years later Craddock shared that painful story with his wife and they decided to visit the 
church.  The church was far from the highway, but they eventually found it.  The building 
was shining white and the parking lot was full.  Out in front was a sign that read, 
“Barbecue, all you can eat.”  Inside, there are still a few pews against the wall and the 
organ sits in the corner.  The place was packed with people from the community and 
people who were just passing through.  Upon seeing what was going on, Craddock 
commented to his wife, “It’s a good thing this is not still a church, otherwise these people 
couldn’t be in here.” 

It is interesting to me how often the lessons we learn being church together end up having 
such an important impact upon our community and upon the world.  Treating the 
strangers among us with the kind of hospitality with which we would welcome Jesus is 
an important part of growing the church.  But, more than that, it is one of the important 
elements that is desperately needed in our world today.  May our hearts be open to 
welcome all those among us.  


