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"Hearts for Hospitality"

Don't you just love these old stories, like the one we heard from 2 Kings today?  Elisha,
the prophet who followed and took on the mantle of the great prophet Elijah, is just beginning
his ministry.  Earlier in the chapter, we have the stories of some of the miracles done by Elisha. 
We hear how he saves a widow, who is in danger of losing not only her home to the creditor
after her husband dies, but also of losing her 2 children, who the creditor wants to take as his
slaves, as payment for what she owes.  Elisha tells her to pour what oil she has (and that is all
she has in the house) into as many pots and pans as she can gather from her neighbors, and the
oil flows like a fountain until every pan is filled!  He tells her she can then sell all the oil she
does not need and it will be enough to pay off the debt.

Another story tells of a childless couple that befriend the prophet.  They build him a little
room to stay in and give him food to eat any time he is passing through their town.  For their
kindness, he prophesies that by the same time the next year, when he passes through, they will
have a son.  And it comes to pass!  Later in the story, after he had grown into childhood, that son
dies, and the prophet revives him to life again.  Another story tells of how he makes a pot of
poisoned food safe to eat so that none are made sick or die from it.  And there are many more
stories about the prophet Elisha and his sidekick Geha'zi.

And while there are some similarities between the prophets Elisha and Elijah, his
predecessor, there are great differences.  Elijah was more of a loner, an outsider who goes after
the political and religious leaders and the establishment of his day.  In contrast, we see Elisha as
the man of the people, always involved in community.

And here in today's passage when he gives instruction for the second time to the servant,
"Give it to the people and let them eat, for thus says the LORD, 'They shall eat and have some
left'",  we hear Elisha's dependence upon God, his trust in the power of God to accomplish what
God moves and inspires him to declare and to do for those in need around him.

In this simple little story that we have here today, we find a model for life in community. 
We are shown an exercise in stewardship and a heartfelt offer of hospitality.  It is the man who
brings his first fruits of his harvest, in accordance with Mosaic law, as a thanksgiving offering to
God, who shows us the exercise in stewardship.  He brings the first fruits, that means, before
anything else is harvested, he brings this best portion of his fields, to the man of God as offering. 
Before he sets anything aside for himself and his family, he brings the first portion to God.  This
is not only a great testament of his thankfulness, but also of his faith and trust that God will
continue to bless him and that what remains, will be enough for him and his family to live on
through the coming year.  His stewardship is grounded in a faith that trusts in God's benevolence
and love.  He does not bring or give these first fruits grudgingly, nor with apprehension or fear in
his heart.  Rather, he brings it with a generosity based on his trust in God's care for him and his
family and knows that the harvest will continue to provide what his family needs and more!  

That exercise in stewardship leads to an act of hospitality.  Elisha offers to give the
offered food to the community of 100 who abide there.  However, the servant to whom he gives



instruction to distribute the food, recoils at the idea of placing so meager an amount in front of so
sizable a group.  You see, the servant sees through the eyes of scarcity, 20 meager loaves and a
few ears of corn cannot feed 100 men!  But Elisha sees through different eyes.  He sees with eyes
of abundance, God's abundance, and he knows and trusts in the words God has commanded, that
"They shall eat and have some left."  He knows and trusts in God's abundance because he has
experienced it, in the work of his predecessor Elijah, and in his own work, and thus he is able to
have a heart for hospitality, the ability to give of himself and all he has, with a certainty that God
will make it work, God will somehow be involved, that God will provide.

As Christians, of course, we cannot hear this story without thinking of the miracle
feeding stories in the New Testament.  Today's passage from John, the feeding of the 5,000, tells
a similar lesson.  Here Jesus tells his disciples to feed the crowd of thousands with only 5 barley
loaves and 2 fish.  They, like the servant in the previous story, see with eyes of scarcity.  How
can this even touch the need before us? they might have said.  But Jesus sees with eyes of
abundance, God's abundance, and thereby has a heart for hospitality.  He gives thanks to God,
shares the food and all eat with lots of leftovers!  

It is easy for us to question whether something can be done, whether there is enough to
go around and for all to share in what may seem to be the meager resources that we have.  It is
easy and often tempting to see with eyes of scarcity, and out of fear and apprehension.  But our
faith calls us, demands of us, to see with eyes of abundance, God's abundance!  

Some of you know Jean Isteero who was just here visiting a couple weeks ago.  Jean
grew up in this church as Jean Woodbury, daughter of Alice and Roger Woodbury whose picture
is in our library and who gave money to help us create that library.  Jean and her husband Albert
live in Baltimore but also have a home in Cairo, Egypt, where Albert is from.  They were
married there in 1964.  In 1986 they returned there.  They attended St. Andrew's Presbyterian
Church, in the heart of the city.  Jean was moved by the plight of the large number of refugees
who had come from countries around the horn of Africa, escaping war and political upheaval in
many of their countries - Sudan, Somalia, Ethiopia, Eritrea and others.  

She saw a need and felt moved to respond to it.  She could have easily said, This is just
too big a problem, what can I, a foreigner do to help all these people?  But Jean has a heart for
hospitality and she sees with eyes of abundance, God's abundance!  So, she and another woman,
Nelly vanDoon, a social worker from the Netherlands, started a joint refugee ministry between
their two churches, St Andrew's and All Saints Cathedral.  They would later be joined by Neva
Vogelaar, the wife of the pastor of St. Andrew's.

Jean had some experience working with refugees at the Community College in Baltimore
where she worked for 6 years prior to that and while she had no idea what would come of it, she
told me, she knew she had to do something, and she just knew she could do it!  Although she
was also raising 3 young girls and teaching at the American University in Cairo, she was able to
plan an English language class for refugees at the church and in 1987, they began their first class
with 90 students and 10 teachers!  

She said she had to scrounge and beg for equipment and old textbooks from the
university and other local colleges.  They made blackboards from sheets of wood and pain.  She
got used typewriters and they began a program to teach typing and eventually got hand-me-down



computers for the students to learn on.  Jean would work as the coordinator of the ministry until
1995 when she stepped down but she has continued to keep connected with the program, now
called "StARS" (St. Andrew's Refugee Services), which has developed into so much more,
including a preschool, children's and youth ministries, legal services for the refugees,
psychosocial and food services and more.  All this happened because Jean and some others had
hearts of hospitality and were willing to see with eyes of abundance, God's abundance!

In the United Church of Christ, one of the core values we lift up is our commitment to
live the Extravagant Welcome of God to all we meet.  Here at First Church that means finding
joy in the youngest infants as well as the oldest elders of our church.  It means going out of our
way to greet newcomers here.  It is seen in the inclusive stance of our Open and Affirming
Welcoming Statement which says we welcome all  people to the life and work of our
congregation.  It is seen in the outreach of our Missions Committee, the 8 O'Clock Club, our
Religious Ed programs, in our Hospitality Committee and all the ways we give and work
together and partner with others to make God's abundant love known in our world.  Living the
Extravagant Welcome of God is what Jean Woodbury-Isteero did when she just knew she had to
do something to help those in need in Cairo, Egypt.

Today, we have some people who have come to join our community of faith, The First
Church in Belfast, United Church of Christ.  All of them have expressed that they are here
because of the welcome and the spirit they experienced when they came here.  It has moved
them and they wish to become part of it.

But having hearts for hospitality is more than being friendly and welcoming.  It involves
taking risks, opening ourselves to new experiences and to people who may seem different or
even strange to us.  It means getting past our fears and apprehensions about  what bad things
might happen and instead focus on God's call to love and care for those around us!

God will continue to challenge us, just like God did in those old Bible stories and
continues to do in so many of our lives today, to challenge and call us to be God's heart in our
little place in the world.  By trusting God to inspire us and move us forward, and by having faith
in the power and abundant love of God to do amazing and miraculous things in our midst, we
grow hearts for hospitality and thereby, together, become the community of Christ.  Amen.


