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TIMOTHY WADE SHIRLEY
Toward Diverse And Inclusive Communities Of Faith: A Study Of Hospitality And
Congregational Identity And Receptivity
Under the direction of DR. NANCY deCLAISSE-WALFORD
The issue of "homosexuality and the Church" continues to be a problematic one
for congregations, particularly those of moderate to progressive persuasion who value
theological diversity, but struggle with the issue of welcoming Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, or
Transgender (LGBT) persons into their congregational life because achieving consensus
around the subject is virtually impossible. This Project Thesis seeks to do two things.
First, it explores the theme of ancient Near Eastern hospitality as it evolves from specific
event in Genesis 18 in the story of Abraham and Sarah by the oaks of Mamre, through its
development as a major theme throughout the biblical narrative. These texts provide an
alternative approach to studying the Bible that is more expansive than typical ones that
examine the nine obscure texts that specifically mention homosexual acts. The second
portion of the study, through surveys of three churches that identify as moderate to
progressive, measures the congregations' receptivity to others, particularly the welcome
and inclusion of individuals of LGBT orientation. The survey results show the disconnect
between a general principle of hospitality as welcome and inclusion and the difficulty of
engaging a specific people group, particularly one that has been at the center of debate
and conflict in the larger Church and in the local churches. The issue of homosexuality
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remains a controversial, but very real, issue for congregations as they seek to be places of
hospitality in general and places of welcome and inclusion in particular.

PREFACE
Introduction
In the early and mid 1990s, homosexuality was frequently described by American
Baptist pastor Tony Campolo as the "hot potato" issue confronting the contemporary
Church.1 But for congregations that have made the decision to explore welcoming
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender (LGBT) persons into their congregational life,
the process toward their inclusion has been rich and rewarding. For these churches, the
journey toward becoming open and inclusive congregations has been a life-giving
experience reflecting the kinds of peace and social justice issues characterized by the
mission and ministry of Jesus. For many Christians, extending hospitality by welcoming
all persons into the life of the Church is a non-negotiable expectation.
Yet the decision by a congregation to practice what might be described as radical
hospitality by making the church a place of "extravagant welcome," one that embraces
authentic diversity and full inclusion, is not without difficulty. Neglecting to engage in an
intentional process, that is, one that fails to consider the hidden dynamics that lurk
beneath the surface, can create unforeseen conflict and congregational strife. Becoming a

Tony Campolo, 20 Hot Potatoes Christians Are Afraid to Touch (Dallas: Word
Publishing, 1988). Campolo has used the "hot potato" image in many of his sermons and
lectures since this publication.
This is a key slogan of the United Church of Christ.
1

2
place of hospitality and inclusion is not as simple as putting "everyone welcome" on a
marquee. Becoming a place of welcome does not happen by accident.
This study examines the role of hospitality and congregational receptivity in
relation to the inclusion of LGBT persons into the life of the local church. From a biblical
basis it will seek to make a case for becoming an inclusive church. From an academic
perspective it will analyze struggles inherent in achieving that goal.
A question that emerges for contemporary churches is: What, if any, is the place
of homosexuality in the context of hospitality? This is a challenge facing churches of the
twenty-first century when the issue of the inclusion of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and
Transgender (LGBT) persons into congregational life is brought to the forefront of
ecclesial dialogue and debate. The earliest Christian communities faced similar
challenges. In the infancy stages of the early Church, most Christians were Jewish
proselytes and were still a rather homogenous group. Prior to Christianity's expansion
into Hellenistic territories, rapidly spurred by Paul's missionary journeys, the inclusion of
Gentiles was as anathematic in that day as the inclusion of LGBT persons into
contemporary churches is today. Though the debate over the inclusion of homosexuals in
the Church gathered its momentum during the 1990s and continued to hold sway during
the first decade of the twenty-first century, the issue has been on the radar of most
mainline denominations for considerably longer. And while denominations have

3

John Boswell, Same-Sex Unions in Premodern Europe (New York: Villard
Books [A division of Random House], 1994). This book is considered a touchstone work
for the inclusion of LGBT persons in the Church, even though it specifically addresses
unions.
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conducted studies and taken stands—both for and against the inclusion of LGBT persons
into the life of the Church—it is at the local church level where the dialogue and debate
has been at its most intense and personally distilled. When faces and personalities enter
the equation, the decisions are no longer as simple as making cut and dried, either/or
proclamations, pronouncements, or postulations that no longer satisfy the enquiring
minds of caring and compassionate Christians nor serve the larger purposes of a gospel
based on love and acceptance.
The inherent difficulty with the issue of the compatibility of Christianity and
homosexuality is that it deals with a group of people whose activities have historically
been and continue to be called into question by the Church. Honest and sincere Christians
regard homosexuality as "sinful," particularly when they consider specific homosexual
acts or what H. Stephen Shoemaker, in a sermon, described as "homosexual conduct." A
surface reading of scripture, both Hebrew and Christian, makes for a clear conclusion that
the Bible condemns homosexuality. For many individuals this interpretation is
satisfactory. Critically reading these ancient texts, however, reveals that the issue is not
so easily and summarily dismissed. As Shoemaker notes, "Human sexuality is a complex
reality; the Bible is a complex document."5 Part of the struggle with the issue is found in
the chasm between the strikingly divergent approaches to biblical interpretation. As with

4

H. Stephen Shoemaker, "Homosexuality, The Bible, and Us" (Charlotte, NC:
Sermon, Myers Park Baptist Church, July 15, 2001).
5

Ibid.
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many issues facing society and the Church, candid conversation conducted in a spirit of
dialogue and mutual debate rarely occurs. Common ground for such engagement is
almost impossible to find, the rhetoric and hostility usually preventing productive
discourse from taking place. Thus, for those Christians comfortable plumbing the depths
of historical-critical methodologies, the process toward creating dialogue is all the more
important because this kind of examination and exploration needs to take place.
The debate raging over homosexuality and the Church is not a new one. In 1966,
Carlyle Marney boldly raised the issue in a religious periodical. Declaring that
"'Homosexual' is an adjective, not a noun,"6 Marney reminds churches that, "The
Christian community has to become and become known as the community of grace." He
then adds that the "homosexually committed person has not fallen from grace. He (she)
never heard of it." In 1977 James B. Nelson wrote what is now considered a "classic"
article, "Homosexuality and the Church."9 He is considered the first to describe the four
ways that Christians have responded to homosexual persons: rejecting-punitive,

Carlyle Marney, "The Christian Community and the Homosexual," Religion in
Life 35, No. 5 (Winter, 1966), 760. This article can also be found in Robert M. Baird and
Katherine M. Baird, eds. Homosexuality: Debating the Issues (Amherst, NY:
Prometheus Books, 1995); and, Paul T. Jersild and Dale A. Johnson, eds. Moral Issues
and Christian Response (New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston Publishers, 1971).
7

Ibid., 770.

8

Ibid.

James B. Nelson, "Homosexuality and the Church," Christianity and Crisis 37
(April 4, 1977), 63-69.
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rejecting-non punitive, qualified acceptance, and full acceptance.10 As many others have
done, Nelson carefully critiques the scripture references to homosexuality, providing the
contextual and cultural nuances that add to the complexity regarding the issue. In his
conclusion, Nelson acknowledges,
The ecclesiastical implications of full acceptance are undoubtedly complex. Very
understandably, however, many gay Christians are tired of waiting for such
complexities to be resolved. They have waited - and hurt - long enough. Their
impatience, I believe, is a call for repentance and for urgent work by the rest of
us. At its root the basic issue is not about "them," but about us all. ..
It is as if his words were written yesterday. In fact, now more than ever, the debate
smolders across the denominational landscape, finding willing and unwilling partners in
conversation in countless local churches. This issue will not go away. It will continue to
appear on the collective conscience of Christians as more and more LGBT persons of
faith leave their closets of shame and isolation and seek communities of welcome and
acceptance.
It can be argued that the inclusion of LGBT persons of faith represents the
ultimate example of the practice of biblical hospitality. As with many themes in scripture,
hospitality is one that emerged as particular event, a necessary function addressing the
dilemma of distrusting strangers as they traveled foreign lands. From specific event,
hospitality emerged as a pervading and evolving theme that described the full embrace of
different peoples. In the Hebrew scriptures, the story of Jonah provides one example,
though it is rooted in a larger context of Assyrian domination and persecution. Long

1

'ibid., 69.
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associated with evangelism and the consequences of failing to obey the deity, the book of
Jonah has a deeper interpretation centered on the forgiveness of a foreign people who
were embraced by God. In the Christian scriptures, the move toward the acceptance and
inclusion of Gentile believers is a major component by which the love and grace of God
is understood and conveyed. As Marjorie J. Thompson notes, "It is not surprising .. . that
hospitality was a hallmark of virtue for ancient Jews and Christians," and "Our
hospitality is rooted and grounded in God's hospitality to us in Christ... Christian
hospitality is a risk taken in faith."12 Radical hospitality is at the heart of risking full
inclusion and authentic diversity within and among communities of faith.
Previous Study
There has been a plethora of material produced in recent years addressing
homosexuality and the Church. Volumes abound that support a rationale for churches
becoming places of hospitality and welcome.13 Still others look to science, presenting
biological and genetic evidence supporting homosexuality as an orientation rather than a
lifestyle choice or a deviant behavior.14 Some works recount personal testimonies from

Marjorie J. Thompson, Soul Feast: An Invitation to the Christian Spiritual Life
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 127, 143.
1^

E.g., Howard H. Bess, Pastor, I Am Gay (Palmer, AK: Palmer Publishing
Company, 1995); Sally B. Geis and Donald E. Messer, eds., Caught in the Crossfire:
Helping Christians Debate Homosexuality (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994); Thomas
W. Ogletree, Hospitality to Strangers (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984).
E.g., Ralph Blair, Homosexualities: Faith, Facts, and Fairy Tales (New York:
Ralph Blair, 1991); David F. Greenberg, The Construction of Homosexuality (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1988); Kimball H. Jones, Understanding the Homosexual
(New York: Association Press, 1966).
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LGBT Christians giving witness to the internal pull that convinced them that
homosexuality is a part of their created being, reflecting the imago dei, the image of God,
intrinsic to the human creature.15 And as Christians, many long to be a part of faith
communities. Numerous books provide exegetical analyses of the Hebrew and Christian
scriptures, articulating the contextual and cultural nuances associated with the Bible and
homosexuality.16 Little of this research, however, determines how congregational identity
impacts hospitality and the receptivity of a congregation to the concept of welcoming
LGBT persons and thus such a study seems to be in order.
Problem Statement
Are churches as hospitable as they think they are? Most churches claim to be
places of hospitality and welcome and sincerely believe that they really are. Problems
arise when these congregations discover that they are not what they think they are or
claim to be. Issues such as membership, leadership—particularly working with
children—ordination as deacons or clergy, become problematic when there is a lack of
clarity about them. Ambivalence around these issues can be disturbing for both members
of and visitors to a congregation. Some congregations choose to use intentional language
15

E.g., Chris Glaser, Uncommon Calling: A Gay Christian's Struggle to Serve the
Church (San Francisco: Harper and Row Publishers, 1988); Meg Umans, ed., Like
Coming Home: Coming-Out Letters (Austin: Banned Books, 1988); Mel White,
Stranger at the Gate: to Be Gay and Christian in America (New York: Simon and
Schuster, 1994.).
E.g., Robert L. Brawley L., ed., Biblical Ethics and Homosexuality: Listening
to Scripture (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1996); Michael E. England and
Colin Winterbottom, The Bible and Homosexuality (Gaithersburg, MD: Chi Rho Press,
1998); John Shelby Spong, Rescuing the Bible from Fundamentalism (San Francisco:
HarperSanFranciso, 1992).
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that indicates a process in place or a decision made. Terms like "progressive,"
"inclusive," or "diverse" further support the idea that a congregation has been engaged in
formal dialogue and decision making about its welcoming practices, particularly
regarding LGBT persons. For whatever reason—marketing, denominational influence,
leadership pressure—many churches never fully embrace the ideas that these terms
convey, and the words can be problematic because they often mean different things in
different contexts. It is essential that churches clearly articulate what these terms mean,
and equally important, how these terms will be used in the local congregational setting.
Problems arise when the congregation discovers that not all of its members are on the
same page, when one's understanding of these terms is different from another's. For
example, what if LGBT people begin to visit the church because of an assumption only to
discover that the church is not ready to fully embrace them?
A church can only fully be a place of welcome and hospitality when it is clear about its
identity. Understanding who it is and what it believes is essential for a congregation
carrying out its mission and ministry, particularly as it seeks to welcome new persons and
especially if those persons are LGBT. As churches develop programs and produce
literature, they must clearly understand the terminology and how it is going to be
incorporated into the local congregational setting. Churches must have clarity about what
these terms mean in their context and the impact of these terms on the goals and
objectives of each local congregation that chooses to use them.

9
Research Hypothesis
Most moderate to progressive churches are unaware of the totality of the meaning
of the idea of inclusiveness. Churches claim to be places of welcome and are forthright in
extending an invitation to everyone to come and join them for worship and other
congregational activities. To even the most casual observer, however, many churches are
extremely homogenous culturally, if not theologically. For these churches, the idea of
becoming pluralistic or diverse communities of faith is far from actualization. Even the
most welcoming of churches lack complete hospitality. As has been noted many times,
though used in a different context, Sunday morning at 11:00 AM is the most segregated
hour of the week.17
The hypothesis guiding the proposed study is that hospitality, in its radical
biblical understanding, is challenging for most congregations, including many churches
that claim to be moderate to progressive, and particularly when the issue of the inclusion
of LGBT persons becomes a part of the conversation. This study seeks to discover
whether there is a gap between the way that a congregation identifies itself—moderate to
progressive—and the way that it lives out its corporate life, particularly in terms of
hospitality, the people that it welcomes into its fellowship. The study also examines, from
a biblical perspective, a rationale for churches becoming places of hospitality by
providing a biblical context through which inquiring congregations can engage this kind
I7

This phrase is derived from a question and answer session with Martin Luther
King, Jr. at the Read Field House at Western Michigan University. The full quote is, "At
11:00 on Sunday morning when we stand and sing and Christ has no east or west, we
stand at the most segregated hour in this nation." See
www.wmich.edu~ulib/archives/mlk/q-a.html. (accessed January 12, 2011).
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of dialogue. The study makes a case for the recovery of biblical hospitality as a model
from which churches may develop and conduct their mission and ministry.
Methodology
This study was carried out through qualitative and quantitative research. The
project began with an introduction that formulated the issues that are presented
throughout the body of work. The thesis aspect of the project contains the biblical and
cultural background for the ancient practice of hospitality and how it was achieved in the
midst of a people particularly concerned with keeping covenant and honoring the holiness
principles that defined them and gave them their unique identity. The project then moved
to a discussion of how these ancient beliefs and practices can impact the contemporary
Church.
An anonymous survey on hospitality was conducted with specific congregations
that identify themselves as moderate to progressive but have never engaged an intentional
process of becoming an open and inclusive church. The purpose of the survey was to
measure each congregation's receptivity to LGBT persons based on the terms these
churches use to describe themselves and then create a template based on the cumulative
responses.
Limitations and Assumptions
One limitation to a survey of this nature is the honesty of the responders. Another
limitation is that despite carefully guarded anonymity, some individuals might feel the
need to answer in the way they think they should respond rather than the way they really

11
think and feel. It is natural to want to believe that the church is a place of welcome and
hospitality. Finally, there is always a risk associated with the attention span of the
responder based on their engagement with the numerous questions needed to gather data.
Congregations identified that conformed to the definitions of moderate to
progressive within the context of the definitions1 established and were analyzed through
congregational surveys to determine how they view hospitality as a general principle and
then how hospitable they view themselves. Further details of the strategy of the study and
its results are contained in chapter four. As with any study of this nature the survey can
only assess the particular situation. As with any group being studied, the survey
information is germane to that group alone. Application of the results of the research in
terms of the wider Church is only applicable to the extent that any other church conforms
to the parameters of the studied congregations.
The researcher for this study spent eighteen years as pastor of a diverse and
inclusive church that specifically welcomed LGBT persons, and brings that experience
and expertise, not to mention an inherent bias, to the process. At the same time, this
intimate knowledge of the dynamics associated with such a ministry may allow for a
level of insight and interpretation that is invaluable in assessing the data.
The study approaches the issue of homosexuality and the church from a position
that advocates for the welcome and inclusion of LGBT persons. This in no way dismisses
as insignificant alternative viewpoints, but a comprehensive analysis of the issue is
impossible because of the limited focus of the proposed study. Even so, it must be
I8

For a definition of "moderate" and "progressive," see Preface, 13.
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acknowledged that dramatically divergent views on this subject exist among honest and
sincere Christians. There is probably as much written in defense of traditional views as
there is in support of the inclusion of LGBT persons.
Terms and Definitions
Part of the difficulty in conducting this study was defining some elusive terms
used to describe congregations. These terms are: conservative, moderate, liberal, and
progressive. One definition, "Fundamentalist" historically has had a clear definition,
though presently the term is also widely and loosely used.1 For Baptists, in particular,
the other terms became particularly vague as a direct result of the Southern Baptist
Convention conflict of the 1980s and 1990s. For clarity in this proposed study, these
terms will be defined and given an ecclesial contextual application.
Bisexual - Describes a person who is sexually attracted to both men and women.
Diversity - Describes theological views as well as different people groups.
Gay - Describes a homosexual male.
Hospitable - "Given to generous and cordial reception of guests; offering a
pleasant or sustaining environment."20
91

Hospitality - "Hospitable treatment, reception, or disposition." In the biblical
sense, it originally describes the practice of offering food and shelter to
travelers. In the Hebrew scriptures these persons were strangers, usually
foreigners, or "aliens." As the theme evolved in the Hebrew and Christian
scriptures, it became synonymous with the inclusion of groups of people.
Inclusive - A popular term used to describe churches that are openly welcoming
of all persons.
Lesbian - Describes a homosexual female.
19

Fundamentalist Christianity is based on the affirmation of five fundamentals:
the inerrancy of the Bible, the virgin birth of Christ, the doctrine of substitutionary
atonement, the bodily resurrection of Jesus, and the imminent return of Jesus Christ.
Webster's Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary s. v. "Hospitable."
21

Ibid.
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Liberal - "Not literal or strict; broad-minded; not bound by authoritarianism,
orthodoxy, or traditional forms; one who is open-minded or not strict in
the observance of orthodox, traditional or established forms or ways."2
This term is often used interchangeably with "Progressive."
Liberalism - "A movement in modern Protestantism emphasizing intellectual
liberty and the spiritual and ethical content of Christianity."23
Moderate - "Avoiding extremes of behavior or expression; observing reasonable
limits; tending toward the mean or average amount or dimension; having
average or less than average quality; to lessen the intensity or extremeness
of.. ."24 A moderate Christian holds many, if not all, of the views that a
liberal/progressive might hold, but is more cautious and measured, more
conservative, about how those views are expressed and disseminated into
the church's corporate life. For example, a Sunday School class might be
completely comfortable examining historical-critical methodologies and
higher biblical criticism, while these ideas would not be expressed from
the pulpit as part of a Sunday morning sermon. Another example would be
an embrace of universalism. A moderate might be comfortable with the
idea while not acknowledging its efficacy. Finally, regarding the issue of
"Homosexuality and the Church," a moderate congregation would tend to
be welcoming, but not affirming. As for LGBT attendees, the church
might embrace a "don't ask, don't tell" position.
Progressive - "Making use of or interested in new ideas, findings, or
opportunities."25 This term is often used interchangeably with "Liberal."
The Center for Progressive Christianity seeks to provide "An approach to
Christianity that is inclusive, innovative, informed . . ."26 The Center for
Progressive Christianity operates around eight points: "By calling
ourselves progressive, we mean we are Christians who .. .
1. Have found an approach to God through the life and teachings of Jesus,
2. Recognize the faithfulness of other people who have other names for the
way to God's realm, and acknowledge that their ways are true for them, as
our ways are true for us,

22

Ibid.

23

Ibid.

24

Ibid.

25

Ibid.

'"The Center for Progressive Christianity," http://www.tcpc.org/template/index.cfm.
(accessed October 9, 2009).
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3. Understand the sharing of bread and wine in Jesus' name to be a
representation of an ancient vision of God's feast for all peoples,
4. Invite all people to participate in our community and worship life without
insisting that they become like us in order to be acceptable, including, but
not
5. limited to: believers and agnostics; conventional Christians and
questioning skeptics; women and men; those of all sexual or
6. http://www.tcpc.org/template/index.cfmientations and gender identities;
those of all races and cultures; those of all classes and abilities; those who
hope for a better world and those who have lost hope;
7. Know that the way we behave toward one another and toward other people
is the fullest expression of what we believe,
8. Find more grace in the search for understanding than we do in dogmatic
certainty - more value in questioning than in absolutes,
9. Form ourselves into communities dedicated to equipping one another for
the work we feel called to do: striving for peace and justice among all
people; protecting and restoring the integrity of all God's creation; and,
bringing hope to those Jesus called the least of his sisters and brothers,
10. Recognize that being followers of Jesus is costly, and entails love,
conscientious resistance to evil, and renunciation of privilege."
Transgender - An individual who identifies as a person of the opposite sex or is in
process toward gender reclassification.
Overview of Chapter Content
Chapter One
Chapter one introduces ancient Near East hospitality and provides an overview of
the subject. This chapter highlights significant biblical texts from the Hebrew and
Christian scriptures, illustrating how the ancient practice of hospitality moves from
specific event to pervading theme in the Bible. The chapter concludes with a discussion
of hospitality as inclusion in light of contemporary congregational attitudes and
responses.
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Chapter Two
Chapter two provides a discussion of the concept of hospitality in the Hebrew
scriptures. Through the exposition of key texts, the study will illustrate how the theme of
hospitality is woven throughout these ancient texts.
Chapter Three
Chapter three provides a discussion of the concept of hospitality in the Christian
scriptures, illustrating how the theme is woven throughout the New Testament,
profoundly crystallized in the ministry of Jesus.
Chapter Four
Chapter four is divided into four parts, each detailing a different aspect of the
implementation of the research strategy, as follows: qualitative analysis, quantitative
analysis, results of the raw data, and a discussion and interpretation of the findings and
their implications for local churches.
Chapter Five
The fifth chapter explains any differences in application of the strategy described
in the previous chapter that were implemented. A further analysis of the research is
provided. The efficacy of the overall research process is discussed. Conclusions derived
from further analysis of the results are provided as well as implications and any
unexpected discoveries. The chapter closes with a discussion of the possible
generalization of the conclusions, and some suggestions for future research. This is
followed by a general analysis of homosexuality and the Church.

CHAPTER ONE
AN INTRODUCTION TO BIBLICAL HOSPITALITY
Pervading Themes
The theme of hospitality is revealed early in the narrative history of the
Hebrew scriptures, finding full expression in Abraham's wilderness sojourn. According
to Deuteronomy, whenever the nomadic Hebrews settled into a new land, they were to
give to God from the first fruit of the ground. Placing this part of the harvest in a basket
and handing it to the priest, they were to say, "Today I declare to the Lord your God that
I have come into the land that the Lord swore to our ancestors to give us (Deut 26:3b).
When the priest had taken the basket and set it down before the altar, the liturgical
response was, "A wandering Aramean was my ancestor; he went down into Egypt and
lived there as an alien, few in number, and there he became a great nation, mighty and
populous . . ." (Deut 26:5b). It was a clear and constant reminder to the Israelites that
they were once aliens in a foreign land, strangers and sojourners dependent on the good
will and hospitality of others for their very survival. This idea was carefully woven into
the fabric of the salvation history of a people who understood themselves to be chosen by
God to be a great nation in the midst of the world's many and diverse civilizations.
Abraham was that "wandering Aramean" and it is his story and one specific event
contained therein that sets the course by which hospitality would emerge as a vital theme
within the biblical narrative, heavily influencing Jewish theology. Genesis tells us that
16
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Abraham and his wife Sarah had settled by the oaks of Mamre in the land of Hebron
(Gen 18:1). There three men suddenly appear to Abraham at the entrance of his tent.
Understood by the writer to be a theophany, a manifestation of God, Abraham hastily
offers his guests the required hospitality, saying,
My lord, if I find favor with you, do not pass by your servant. Let a little water be
brought, and wash your feet, and rest yourselves under the tree. Let me bring a
little bread, that you may refresh yourselves, and after that you may pass on—
since you have come to your servant (Gen 18:3-5a).
The writer then describes a flurry of activity.
Abraham hastened into the tent to Sarah, and said, "Make ready quickly three
measures of choice flour, knead it, and make cakes." Abraham ran to the herd,
and took a calf, tender and good, and gave it to the servant, who hastened to
prepare it. Then he took curds and milk and the calf that he had prepared, and set
it before them; and he stood by them under the tree while they ate (Gen 18:6-8).
In the New Testament, particularly in the gospels and the book of Acts, the theme
of hospitality is closely linked to the life and ministry of Jesus. No matter when or where
he is invited as a dinner guest in someone's home, he invariably becomes the host,
offering the kind of radical hospitality that becomes the hallmark of his service as a
teacher and prophetic figure, and echoing the traditional practices of his faith heritage
(Luke 19:1-9; 24:28-35; John 2:1-11). Perhaps no other example illustrates Jesus'
concern and compassion for those he encounters than the feeding of the multitudes, a
story that in its various forms is found in each of the four canonical gospels (Matt 14:1321;15:32-39; Mark 6:30-44; 8:1-10; Luke 9:12-17; John 6:1-14). It is as if every meal
reflected the image of the Great Banquet Feast, an image that was at the heart of Jesus'
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understanding of the realm of God (Matt 22:1-14; Luke 14:15-24). No wonder the Last
Supper, held on the night of Jesus' betrayal and arrest, carries with it such a high degree
of significance and meaning (Matt 26:20-29; Mark 14:17-25; Luke 22:14-38; and John
13-17). It is the climactic meal giving ultimate meaning to all of the many meals that
have come before it. In offering himself as metaphorical body and blood, consecrating
himself as holy food and drink, Jesus proves to be the very essence of hospitality, a
sacrifice given to every human being for all time. Jesus' attentiveness to the marginalized
and disenfranchised, the outcasts of society—women, the infirm, as well as Samaritans
and other non-Jews—is also a major indicator of the hospitable nature of this one who
was and is understood by many to be the Christ (Matt 15:21-28; Mark 7:24-30; John 4:542).
The practice of hospitality was an inherent feature in the cultic rituals of the
peoples of the ancient Near East and its impact on the evolving communal and
theological life of the Hebrew people is significant. Against this backdrop, it is
impossible to read critically the Bible and ignore the priority of hospitality as a prevailing
theme in both the Hebrew and Christian scriptures. Throughout the biblical narrative, the
writers and editors emphasize hospitality as a guiding principle. There is no way to study
Christology without fully understanding the primacy of hospitality in Jesus' life and
ministry. Hospitality is at the very heart and nature of a God who welcomes everyone to
the heavenly banquet feast, the realm of God, and requires from the faithful a provision
of an earthly level of security and sustenance for all human creation. It is the duty of
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those who follow the Spirit of God to be an hospitable people, to seek to meet the basic
needs of those whom Jesus referred to in the gospels as "neighbor" (Matt 5:43, 19:19,
22:39; Mark 12:31, 33; Luke 10:27).
In his discussion about the law of hospitality and asylum, Roland deVaux
proposes that hospitality "is a necessity of life in the desert, but among the nomads this
necessity has become a virtue, and a most highly esteemed one. The guest is sacred . . . "
The stranger can avail himself of this hospitality for three days, and even after
leaving he has a right to protection for a given time. This time varies from tribe to
tribe: among some it is "until the salt he has eaten has left his stomach"; in big
tribes like the Ruwalla of Syria it is for three more days and within a radius of 100
miles.
deVaux goes on to say,
Nomad life also gives rise, invariably, to a law of asylum. In this type of society
(it) is impossible and inconceivable that an individual could live isolated,
unattached to any tribe. Hence, if a man is expelled from his tribe after a murder
or some serious offence, or if, for any reason whatever, he leaves it of his own
free will, he has to seek the protection of another tribe. There he becomes what
modern Arabs call a dahil, "he who has come in", and what their forefathers
called ajar. The tribe undertakes to protect him, to defend him against his
enemies and to avenge his blood, if necessary . . .3
These cultural requirements were most poignantly illustrated during the aftermath of the
September 11, 2001 terrorist attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. The
United States government approached the Taliban in Afghanistan about handing Osama
bin Laden over to the authorities for prosecution, but the request was denied citing the
Roland deVaux, Social Institutions, Ancient Israel, vol. 1 (New York: McGrawHill Book Company, 1961), 10.
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ancient principles of hospitality and asylum. "The host does not give up the guest" was
the terse response, which angered many American citizens, (not to mention a government
seemingly caught unaware), confused over what seemed to be a simple and logical
request. The strict enforcement of the laws of hospitality and asylum in the Middle East is
a cultural phenomenon that is often beyond the grasp of the average Western mind. It is a
tradition that is centuries old, "inherited from the ancient Greek and near-Eastern peoples
. . . concerning a sacred bond between guests and hosts," a tradition "which has virtually
disappeared from contemporary Western culture . . ."4 According to John Koenig,
"hospitality is seen as one of the pillars of morality upon which the universe stands.
When guests or hosts violate their obligations to each other, the whole world shakes and
retribution follows."5
Defining Hospitality
Hospitality is the mandate to be attentive to neighbor, to provide basic needs and
to offer protection to those referred to as foreigners, strangers, or "aliens." According to
Marjorie J. Thompson, "hospitality means receiving the other, from the heart, into my
own dwelling place. It entails providing for the need, comfort and delight of the other
with all the openness, respect, freedom, tenderness and joy that love itself embodies."
Christine D. Pohl asserts that, "offering welcome is basic to Christian identity and
John Koenig, New Testament Hospitality: Partnership with Strangers as
Promise and Mission (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), 2.
5

Ibid.

Marjorie J. Thompson, Soul Feast: An Invitation to the Christian Spiritual Life,
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005), 142.
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practice. For most of the church's history, faithful believers located their acts of
hospitality in a vibrant tradition in which needy strangers, Jesus, and angels were
welcomed and through which people were transformed."7 Expanding on this idea Pohl
adds,
The centrality of hospitality to the social practices of many societies attests to its
almost universal importance. Necessary to human well-being, hospitality offers
protection, provision, and respect to strangers while it also sustains fundamental
moral bonds among family, friends, acquaintances. In the first centuries of the
church, Christians gave hospitality to strangers a distinctive emphasis by pressing
welcome outward toward the weakest and those least likely to be able to
reciprocate.
Amy G. Oden opines that, "at the very heart, hospitality is the welcoming of the stranger.
While hospitality can include acts of welcoming family and friends, its meaning within
the Christian biblical and historical traditions has focused on receiving the alien and
extending one's resources to them."9 Oden continues,
On the face of it, hospitality begins with basic physical needs of food and shelter,
most powerfully symbolized in table fellowship, sharing food and drink at a
common table. Sharing food together enables more than getting nourishment.
Eating together is symbolic of partaking of life itself. Jesus' own table fellowship
with sinners and socially marginal people witnesses to the power of the hospitality
of the realm of God.10

7

Christine D. Pohl, "Hospitality, a Practice and a Way of Life," Vision: A Journal
for Church and Theology vol. 3, no. 1 (Spring 2002): 34.
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Christine D. Pohl, "Welcoming the Stranger: What Hospitality Teaches Us
about Justice," Sojourners Magazine 28 (July-August 1999): 14.
Amy G. Oden, ed., And You Welcomed Me: Sourcebook on Hospitality in Early
Christianity (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2001), 13-14.
'Ibid., 14.
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Robert C. Dunston defines hospitality as "a necessary practice in the ancient world. Inns
were scarce and even when found were not often places where God-fearing people
wanted to stay. The Bible and the early church fathers thus spoke often of the necessity
and sacredness of giving and accepting hospitality."11 Koenig points out, "The practice of
receiving a guest or stranger graciously was common to many social groups throughout
the period in which the OT and NT were composed."12 The issue was one of danger.
Travel in the ancient world was dangerous. This is why Jesus' parable of the Good
Samaritan was so easily understood by his audience. Travelers were at the mercy of those
who might bring them harm. The danger, however, certainly existed for both the one
offering and the one receiving hospitality. There was also great risk in extending
hospitality to strangers because it was impossible to know their motives. Yet, "despite
such potential dangers, hospitality was usually offered and accepted. There was less
danger in sharing food and fellowship with an enemy than in raising the enemy's anger
by withholding hospitality."13 The very nature of ancient hospitality often presented itself

"Robert C. Dunston, "Hospitality," in Mercer Dictionary of the Bible, ed. Watson
E. Mills (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1990), 393.
John Koenig, "Hospitality," in The Anchor Bible Dictionary, vol. 3, ed. David
Noel Freedman (New York: Doubleday Books, 1992), 299.
13

Dunston, "Hospitality," 393. Thompson says that, "It is hard for us to
comprehend, but hospitality in the ancient Near East was originally offered to complete
strangers. People who appeared from the unknown might bear gifts or might be enemies.
Because travel was a dangerous venture, codes of hospitality were strict. If a sworn
enemy showed up at your doorstep asking for food and shelter, you were bound to supply
his request, along with protection and safe passage as long as he was on your land. All
sorts of people had to travel at times through 'enemy territory,' which meant that
hospitality to strangers was a matter of mutual survival. It was a kind of social covenant,

23
in what might be described as a "forced reciprocity" because both parties gained a
measure of satisfaction in the transaction, that is, their very safety and survival.
The nature of the term hospitality has changed over time, particularly within
North American and European culture.14 Churches are called to be hospitable. Koenig
notes,
For most of us, hospitality is a word about comfort, security, and refreshment,
first of all at the physical level. Thus, if we are caught in the grip of a cold spell,
we may imagine ourselves as guests at a pleasant country inn, enjoying a cozy
spot next to the fireplace. Or, if hot weather oppresses us, we may conjure up a
picture of ourselves on the porch or patio of a neighbor's house, sipping an iced
drink in the cool of the evening.15
Koenig adds, "Hospitality has become increasingly a commercial concept. Hotels,
motels, and lounges abound; but genuine welcomes are rare."16 In a conversation with the
founder of a community for rural homeless people, Pohl asked the individual, "Would
you describe your ministry as offering hospitality to strangers?" The founder responded,
"No, not really."17 Pressing him further, Pohl inquired, "Well, then, how would you
describe what you are doing?" She wrote, "His response echoed Henri Nouwen's

an implied commitment to transcend human differences in order to meet common human
needs." Thompson, Soul Feast, 126-27.
Koenig, New Testament Hospitality, 2.
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observation that, for most of us, hospitality conjures up images of 'tea parties, bland
conversation, and a general atmosphere of coziness.'"18 Pohl adds,
In past centuries, hospitality certainly would have been the right term to describe
my friend's ministry. Welcoming strangers into a home and offering them food,
shelter, and protection were the key components in the practice of hospitality.
That my friend did not describe his work as hospitality reflects how much the use
of the word has changed over the last three hundred years. For the most part, the
term "hospitality" has lost its moral dimension and, in the process, most
Christians have lost touch with the amazingly rich and complex tradition of
hospitality. Today when we think of hospitality, we don't think first of welcoming
strangers. We picture having family and friends over for a pleasant meal. Or we
think of the "hospitality industry," of hotels and restaurants.19
She laments,
. . . for many people today, understandings of hospitality have been reduced to
Martha Stewart's latest ideas for entertaining family . . . As a result, even
Christians miss the significance of hospitality and view it as a mildly pleasant
activity if sufficient time is available.20
Consequently, the term is rarely used in a theological or ecclesiological way, but is
almost always used within the context of its popular understanding. Many leaders in
churches no longer have an understanding of hospitality as a theological concept nor
acknowledge that much of their ministry—the "cups of cold water" (Matt 10:42) given to
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those in need—is a ministry of hospitality.21 In its biblical context, hospitality is extended
to the stranger, the "alien," not merely to family and friends.
The Statue of Liberty proclaims a phrase that describes the essence of America's
inherent attitude of welcome. Hospitality is its core value as it offers welcome and safe
harbor to those who seek a new home. "Give me your poor, your tired, your huddled
masses." As John Thomas, former President and General Minister for the United Church
of Christ, has said in a variety of denominational settings, hospitality is the "gathering of
others." While a significant feature, inclusiveness is but one component of hospitality,
but in no way is the subject limited to that one particular aspect. As it develops from
specific event in the Hebrew scriptures (Gen 18:1-8), usually marked by clearly defined
and established parameters and limited to predetermined time constraints, evolving into a
major theme in the New Testament, hospitality takes on a more radical edge
characterized by inclusiveness without reservation or stipulation. When understood in
this broader, more expansive sense, hospitality honors the diversity that is the human
creation, the imagio dei of the Creator.

Hospitality is especially concerned with "the

'For an excellent study resource on biblical hospitality, see Ted Huffman, Giving
and Receiving Hospitality (Cleveland: The Pilgrim Press, 2010). A part of the Faith
Practices series, this Adult study is a part of an age-range curriculum on the subject.
Huffman says, "Hospitality begins with the awareness that another person, even one I
think I know well, remains a stranger to me. That other person may be like me, but
something always remains different from me. How, then, can we form deep meaningful
community? How can strangers be welcomed into a community?", 7.
For the purposes of this research, hospitality will be examined from the aspect
of diversity and inclusiveness, particularly the ways in which moderate to progressive
congregations who have not engaged a process toward welcoming LGBT into their
membership view the issue of homosexuality and the Church.
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least of these," the marginalized and disenfranchised persons who are often neglected by
the mainstream of society, reflecting the best intentions and processes of the human
species. Hospitality, as an expectation of the divine, is intended for all creation and is at
its best when all creation is afforded the kindness and care that are the hallmarks of
hospitable practices. While the very nature of hospitality lends itself to enhancing human
relationships and community, if understood in a broader sense God is honored, served,
and even blessed when the human creature is hospitable to all creation, particularly the
non-human creatures that inhabit the earth, the biosphere that is home to every living
thing. Hospitality is the giving of oneself to meet the needs of another, particularly those
identified biblically as foreigners, strangers, or aliens. Every situation and circumstance
provides the opportunity for a unique and personalized response. It is clear from the
hospitality of old that it was anything but "one size fits all." This is what made and
continues to make the practice of hospitality challenging for groups and for individuals.
What if the gifts of the host do not match the needs of the guest? Under such a scenario,
how are the laws of hospitality maintained? Terence E Fretheim notes,
Modern culture presents numerous challenges to the practice of hospitality toward
others. Hospitality may be defined as acts of benevolence toward those outside of
one's usual circle of family and friends. In North American culture, people live
increasingly isolated lives, seldom reaching out beyond a very close circle. We
live in a self-protective age where parents must warn their children about
strangers; who knows what might be lurking beneath a kind and gentle facade?
Hence, we seldom move out toward strangers. Hospitality in the modern world
entails some risk of moving toward the stranger with less than full certainty as to
how one might be received. Such hospitality should be especially important in the
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life of worship; worship ought to be a setting in which the stranger is welcomed in
premier ways.23
In considering a church's goal to be hospitable, the issue is stretched and tested when
congregations choose to wrestle with the implications of hospitality when it is understood
in terms of diversity and inclusion. Questions about inclusiveness and welcome must be
addressed as congregations seek to be places where hospitality is decidedly evident and
where these congregations are able to thrive as welcoming communities, while
maintaining a clear identity amid an acknowledged understanding of their gifts in
ministry and service. Hospitality is risky business; to be hospitable is to risk being
completely vulnerable to others, to strangers who come by way of chance encounters.
There is no way to practice partial or semi-hospitality. The principle of the discipline is
that whatever the needs are of the one who comes as guest, those needs will be satisfied.
It has always been a challenging requirement, but one that is especially tenuous in
today's even less trusting climate. Hospitality demands a high level of vulnerability, trust,
and acceptance, and despite the risks, provides an incredible opportunity for building
relationships and community amidst a fractured and segregated humanity. Hospitality is
the hope for those who have embraced the faiths that conceived it and gave it definition
and example.

Terence E. Fretheim, "The Book of Genesis: Introduction, Commentary, and
Reflections," in The New Interpreter's Bible: A Commentary in Twelve Volumes, vol. I,
ed. Leander E. Keck, vol. I (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996), 464.
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A Brief Overview of Biblical Hospitality
Hospitality as a biblical, theological concept is formed, shaped, and illustrated in
the Hebrew scriptures that no doubt drew from other sources and traditions. Ironically,
while there is not a Hebrew word that can be translated as "hospitality," the command to
be hospitable is found in numerous scripture references.
Two Hebrew terms express two different ways of being a stranger. Nokri, or BenNekar, designates one who is a stranger to the religion of Israel (Exodus 12:43) or
the people of Israel (Deuteronomy 15:3). The other word, Ger, originally means
one who lives outside of his/her place of origin (family, house, tribe, or country)
and who therefore is a wanderer, a refugee, a host as Moses is in the country of
Midian.24
The great refrain in the liturgy of the Exodus pilgrims, reminding them from whence they
had come, declared, "A wandering Aramean was my ancestor; he went down into Egypt
and lived there as an alien, few in number, and there he became a great nation, mighty
and populous" (Deut 26:5). Perhaps the passage cited most frequently as the clearest
command to practice hospitality is Lev 19:33-4, which declares, "When an alien resides
with you in your land, you shall not oppress the alien. The alien who resides with you
shall be to you as the citizen among you; you shall love the alien as yourself, for you
were aliens in the land of Egypt: I am the Lord your God."
Of course, the most infamous and misinterpreted story related to the theme of
hospitality is the Sodom and Gomorrah narrative in Genesis 19. Other texts that illustrate
how the Israelites were to relate to their neighbors are: the similar story to the Sodom
and Gomorrah text of the Levite and his concubine at Gibeah (Judg 19) and the short
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books of Jonah and Ruth. Usually understood as an evangelistic text, or as a moral
discourse on the potential consequences of disobedience to God, the story of Jonah was
written to counteract the arrogance of an emerging nationalistic pride that surfaced in
response to the prevailing oppression suffered by the citizens of Israel and Judah at the
hands of the colonizing military force of Assyria. These self-understood chosen people
of God often failed to understand that they were chosen to share Yahweh's love with all
people. Jonah despised Ninevites and for good reason, for years the Israelites had been
oppressed and victimized by an Assyrian foe that wreaked havoc on their towns and
villages. Theologically, as the enemy of the Jewish people, the Assyrians were certainly
not the chosen people of God and were not to be treated as such. They were foreigners,
aliens, and in this particular case, enemies! Even after their repentance and acceptance of
God's invitation to be faithful, Jonah was inconsolably bitter against a people whom he
regarded as second-class citizens and unworthy of God's love, and against a God who
would forgive and love such an unworthy people. Ironically, in actuality it was the
Israelites and Judeans who were the second-class citizens, long tormented by their
Assyrian oppressors. Perhaps it is this level of hostility that leads to the kind of prejudice
that would inhibit hospitality between peoples.
The book of Ruth tackles the subject of mixed marriage as Ruth, a Moabite,
weds Boaz, an Israelite from Bethlehem. For a time Ruth and her mother-in-law Naomi

For another perspective on the Assyrian oppression of the Israelites, see David
G. Garber, Jr., "Facing Traumatizing Texts: Reading Nahum's Nationalistic Rage,"
Review and Expositor: A Quarterly Baptist Theological Journal 105, No. 2 (Spring
2008).

live in Moab, but eventually, both widowed and destitute, they return to the City of
David. In a beautifully touching and romantic story, Ruth, a foreigner, over a period of
time gains the attention, respect, and love of a successful native land owner. In a moving
scene, Ruth seduces Boaz one night and eventually they are married (Ruth 4:13).
Everyone lives happily ever after! Ironically, Boaz is a kinsman of Naomi's late husband
Elimelech. The story comes full circle because of Ruth's unwavering faithfulness to her
former mother-in-law Naomi with whom Ruth had stayed even after the death of her
husband. Her love for and trust in Naomi creates a template through which the tender and
compelling drama unfolds. The book of Ruth confirms that there should be no prejudice
against foreigners, but that full acceptance is the standard by which the Israelites should
live and practice their faith. While it is clear that Ruth converted to the faith of her new
Israelite family, echoing that popular verse from earlier in the narrative that declares,
" . . . your people shall be my people, and your God my God" (Ruth 1:16), she remains a
Moabite by birth.26 The scriptures are careful to point out that both King David and Jesus
of Nazareth are of the lineage of Bethlehemites Ruth and Boaz.
The Gospels reveal hospitality most clearly in the ministry of Jesus and are tied
most directly to the realm of God and the Great Banquet Feast. For Jesus, this image is
rooted in his understanding of "neighbor," which arises out of the ancient Shema (yiott'),
the supreme and first commandment, "Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord

It must be noted that there is clearly another side to the hospitality argument in
these texts. In many of these instances foreigners are only accepted after renouncing their
heritage and/or faith tradition. See Deut 7 and 23 for examples of the rejection of
foreigners and Isa 56 for examples of the requirements placed on converts.
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alone. You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and
with all your might" (Deut 6:4-6). Jesus does not stop here, however, but adds a second
imperative, that "You shall love your neighbor as yourself (Matt 22:37; Mark 12:30;
Luke 10:27). According to Lucien Richard,
For Jesus, the key phrase is 'with all your soul,' and it is encountered in the
demand that we be prepared to sacrifice life itself: 'If any want to become my
followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me' (Mark
8:34). Everything that Jesus said concerning our relationship to our neighbor is
determined by the demand that we should be of help. Nothing may be allowed to
stand in the way of care for our neighbor.
Koenig notes that, "the Synoptic Gospels show Jesus challenging exclusivism
wherever it was officially sanctioned or accepted as normal."28 Jesus was known as a
"friend of tax collectors and sinners" who reached out to women, children, foreigners,
soldiers, and anyone else relegated to the margins of society. The texts supporting Jesus'
strong views toward neighbor are found throughout the gospel narratives, clearly showing
that hospitality was a priority, essential to bringing God's realm into the world. Koenig
states,
First, Jesus' proclamation of the kingdom is frequently symbolized by images of
food and drink, especially at festive meals. Thus the kingdom is compared to a
great banquet... Second, the Synoptic record of Jesus' behavior shows that he
intended to live in accordance with the coming feast of the kingdom. This is
epitomized in a dominical saying about how Jesus' contemporaries were
perceiving him. 'John,' he complained, 'came neither eating nor drinking, and
they say, 'He has a demon'; the Son of man came eating and drinking, and they
9Q

say, 'Behold, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!'
Richard, Living the Hospitality of God, 22.
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The stories of Zacchaeus (Luke 19:1-10) and the mysterious supper at the conclusion of
the Emmaus road story (Luke 24:13-35) also are illustrative of the priority of hospitality
in Jesus' ministry. In a teachable moment, Jesus sent his disciples on a missionary
journey dependent on the hospitality of strangers (Luke 10:1-12). Finally, the stories of
the feeding of the multitudes are shining examples of how hospitality reflects the realm of
God in the world.
Hospitality: Past Meeting Present, A Contemporary Crisis
Challenging questions arise when contemporary Christian communities seek to
practice hospitality as inclusiveness while maintaining a clear identity. In terms of its
impact on congregational ministry and systems the following questions arise: How does
the local church practice hospitality? How does a church welcome everyone, embracing
and celebrating true diversity? How does a church live out the mission and vision
described in its mantra, maintain its identity, and honor the inherent covenant that is
central to its self-understanding while extending hospitality to all? How does a church
welcome everyone, knowing full well that no church can be for everyone?
As both Israel Galindo and Victor Hunter indicate, identity issues are at the heart
of many problems that face congregations. Hunter declares that "there really is a crisis in
pastoral clarity and ecclesial identity, and the crisis in one feeds the crisis in the other.
In an insightful analysis Israel Galindo declares,
I believe that one of the most critical dynamics of the hidden lives of
congregations is the formation of a corporate identity. And I believe that the
Victor L. Hunter, Desert Hearts and Healing Fountains: Gaining Pastoral
Vocational Clarity (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2003), 7.
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element missing in the lives of most congregations is a clear sense of their
identity, leaving them with the inability to answer the question, "Who are you as a
congregation?" '
He adds, "Identity has to do with a congregation's understanding of itself as Church and
as a unique corporate body of believers." Galindo concludes that
one of the most critical dimensions that a congregation needs in order to be viable
and healthy is a strong sense of its identity. Congregational leaders who want to
help a congregation discover and articulate its identity will give attention to the
three sources of a church's identity: its corporate memory, corporate values, and
corporate relationships .. . Having a clear identity allows a congregation to act
with integrity. With a strong sense of identity, members will have the capacity to
make decisions consistent with who they are and based on their shared values.
They will be able to make difficult decisions based on principles and beliefs
rather than expediency or anxiety.
Galindo's observations are helpful for congregations that seek an intentional process
toward becoming an hospitable community of faith, to become authentically inclusive.
Of course the challenge confronting many congregations that identify as moderate
to progressive is in engaging an initial response, whether or not to undertake an
intentional process regarding the inclusion and acceptance of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Transgender (LGBT) persons into the life of the church. For many churches the prospects
of such a dialogue are fraught with the fear of conflict and the potential for schism. In
their minds this is the final frontier, the last issue on the continuum of social concerns
that confront churches of the twenty-first century. It might not be a stretch to say that for
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many congregations the threat of universalism is not as frightening as the prospects of
inviting homosexuals into the church because the acceptance of universalism does not
necessarily change the appearance of the particular church. Anything that threatens the
physical makeup of a congregation tends to produce anxiety in the system because it
elicits discomfort among parishioners. The inclusion of LGBT persons is a reminder that
the local church has gone through significant change and that the congregation has been
permanently altered, fully entering post-modernity and that there is no going back to the
sense of comfort and security associated with the "modern" days of yesterday.34
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For the purposes of this study, the welcome of LGBT persons into
congregational life is understood as full inclusion, that is, at every level of a church's
corporate life, including, but not limited to membership, receiving the sacraments, and
ordination at the laity or clergy level.

CHAPTER TWO
HOSPITALITY IN THE HEBREW SCRIPTURES
Abraham, Sarah, and the Oaks of Mamre
The first explicit example of hospitality of humans toward other humans in the
Bible is the story from Genesis 18 of the three men who visit Abraham in Hebron. The
arrival of these visitors, euphemistically revealed as a manifestation of divine beings or
angels, highlights the climatic scene of a larger narrative that describes Abraham's role as
the progenitor of many nations and the drama surrounding the child promised to him and
his wife Sarah in their old age. At the center of their encounter by the oaks of Mamre, the
reader is introduced to the ancient custom of Middle Eastern hospitality, an occurrence
that will be manifested time and time again throughout the Hebrew and Christian
scriptures. It is the sum of these specific and yet often unrelated events that establish
hospitality as a significant biblical theme, providing deep insight into the contextual and
cultural ethos that so heavily influenced the writers, editors, and compilers of the biblical
narrative. As the salvation history of the Israelites unfolded before them, preserved and
embellished in myth and legend, oral and subsequently written tradition, the real-time
beliefs and practices of everyday life among clan and tribe form the basis from which the
evolving story could and would be told.
Hermann Gunkel, Genesis, trans. Mark E. Biddle (Macon, GA: Mercer
University Press, 1997), 193. Gunkel uses the phrase "Islamic Orient." Another synonym
is "Near East." The New Oxford Annotated Bible describes the setting by the oaks of
Mamre as "A fine description of oriental courtesy and hospitality," 22.
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There is a certain familiar formula consistently found among the "hospitality"
episodes in both the Hebrew and Christian scriptures. Not surprisingly these stories have
as their center the engagement of a stranger—often identified as a guest, an alien, or
foreigner—with someone who functions as the host, even if the designated host is a
visitor, i.e., guest, alien, or foreigner, in a particular place as well. This is certainly the
case with Abraham, who at the time of his encounter with the three unidentified men by
the oaks of Mamre was also a sojourner in a distant land, having left his native country
and kindred in search of an unknown land that was to be shown to him by God (Gen
12:1). As the story unfolds, the reader is made aware, along with Abraham, of the
location of this mystery land, the place where he is to establish a nation. God declares to
this wandering wonderer, "And I will give to you, and to your offspring after you, the
land where you are now an alien, all the land of Canaan, for a perpetual holding . . . ."
(Gen 17:8). Thus begins the ongoing saga of the tense relationships between the peoples
who would form the Israelite nation and the local inhabitants of the lands they would
conquer and possess. The chasm between hospitality toward neighbor, illustrated in peace
and goodwill toward those now considered as strangers—aliens—and the rape, pillage,
and slaughter of these foreign peoples, who happened to be in the way of this presumed
divinely inspired manifest destiny by the self-understood chosen ones who formed the
Israelite nation, is profoundly and blatantly described in the biblical narrative. There is an
obvious schizophrenia at work among these new inhabitants, a bi-polarity of belief,
attitude, and treatment that created a love-hate relationship with whatever particular clan
and tribe the foreigners and interlopers happened to be engaging. In one text there is
tolerance and even acceptance, illustrated in peace treaties and mutual engagement, while

in the next there is the declaration of war and a desire to seize property and wipe out
every living thing associated with the local inhabitants (For example, compare Deut 20:118 with Deut 24:17-22). Ironically, both of these radically divergent responses, according
to the particular writer, editor, or compiler, are blessed and ordained by God as divinely
inspired.
The visitation of the three men to Abraham by the terebinths of Mamre occurs as
a part of a larger narrative informing Abraham that his wife Sarah would bear a child at
ninety years of age. The three visitors, messengers sent by the Lord, appear at Abraham's
tent "in the heat of the day," midday, the time "when the way-weary traveler seeks shelter
and the resident seeks shade."2 No doubt surprised by this encounter,3 Abraham not
surprisingly, hurriedly goes about the business of meeting the expectation of appropriate
hospitality, directing Sarah to prepare cakes for their guests and instructing the servant to
prepare a calf, handpicked by Abraham, "tender and good," no doubt a lavish feast
considering the setting for this unexpected encounter. Despite the extreme heat, Abraham
2

Ibid., 192.

Ibid. Gunkel says that "suddenly they are there. Divine beings always appear in
surprising ways (Gen 21:9; 22:13; Exod 3:2; Josh 5:13; cf. also Zech 2:1, 5; 5:1; 6:1).
They also disappear in equally mysterious ways (Judg 6:21; 13:20-21; Tob 12:21). This
element of surprise expresses authentic religion in naive form—reverence before the
secret of the deity. Human beings only know what the deity reveals to them. Most
remains obscure." The visitors look like men and so that is how Abraham perceives them.
The narrator, however, knows differently. Scholars differ as to when Abraham realizes
that the visitors are of a divine origin. E. A. Speiser assumes an early evolving
acknowledgement, while Fretheim is not certain about when Abraham perceives that this
is a divine visitation. (See Terence E. Fretheim, "The Book of Genesis: Introduction,
Commentary, and Reflections," in The New Interpreter's Bible: A Commentary in
Twelve Volumes, vol. I, ed. Leander E. Keck (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1966), 462; E.
A. Speiser, Genesis, The Anchor Bible, vol. 1, ed. William Foxwell Albright and David
Noel Freedman (New York: Doubleday Dell Publishing Group, Inc., 1985), 131.
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moves quickly, "No exertion, even in behalf of total strangers, is too much where
hospitality is concerned."4 Then Abraham "took curds and milk and the calf that he had
prepared, and set it before them; and he stood by them under the tree while they ate"
(Gen 18:8). J. Gerald Janzen provides a thorough synopsis of ancient hospitality as it is
illustrated in Genesis 18:
The scene in 18:1-8 portrays the courtesies of hospitality in a traditional society.
The specific courtesies may vary from people to people, but the widespread
practice of the unwritten law of hospitality in traditional cultures testifies to a
basic human awareness. This awareness is of a common humanity that runs
deeper than customary distinctions of kin and stranger, friend and enemy. This
common humanity calls for a response in which one treats the stranger and the
enemy as one would treat kin. When outsiders few in number and far from their
home are in need of sustenance, one may not ignore their need or take advantage
of them, but must give them food and shelter and send them peaceably on their
way. Such hospitality may be taken to reflect a sense—however obscure—that all
people enjoy divine hospitality through the life heaven gives them and the food
and shelter by which they are sustained in the world. Such divine hospitality may
be taken as the motive and ground of God's creative purpose and the form of
God's sustaining providence.
Human hospitality thus is that response which images God in one's relation to
others. It is not surprising, then, that Abraham's hospitality to three men should
turn out to be his hospitality to God. As God is imaged in human relations, God
becomes present in them. ( . . . In this scene, God becomes present in the
unnamed strangers who seek hospitality and in Abraham who extends it.) The
scene takes place by the oaks of Mamre, those sacred trees which speak of the
fruit and shade that earth hospitably offers humankind. This scene thereby
establishes the double theme of hospitality and fruitfulness for the scene that
follows.5
"Abraham's hospitality has several characteristics: It extends to strangers, toward those
who appear unexpectedly; it follows a certain protocol: seeing, running to meet,

Speiser, Genesis, 129.
J. Gerald Janzen, Abraham and All the Families of the Earth: A Commentary on
the Book of Genesis 12-50 (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company,
1993), 53-54.
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honoring, inviting, refreshing, preparing, serving." In this regard hospitality becomes
an act of worship, afforded to the deity through human relationships and the care and
nurture of one's fellow human travelers. Building on this idea that hospitality is worship,
Nahum M. Sarna comments, ". . . in actual fact, hospitality to strangers itself becomes an
act of worship. As the Talmud puts it, 'Hospitality to wayfarers is greater than welcoming
the Divine Presence.'" Understanding hospitality as worship is a view strongly argued
by Elizabeth Newman, who declares that, "I want us to see worship itself as hospitality."8
She goes on to say,
Common assumptions regard worship as motivation for hospitality or as a place
we might garner some useful information about hospitality. But some
assumptions miss the mark; they make worship a means to an end, and they locate
hospitality outside of worship. Even more, worship itself is interiorized, regarded
as motivational force or cognitive act. The alternative vision I wish to set forth
sees worship itself as our participation in God's own triune life, a life we can
characterize as hospitality. To sing, to pray, to pass the peace, to listen to God's
word, to eat at God's table is to share, through the gift and power of the Spirit, in
God's own giving and receiving. Such a vision of worship . . . enables us to
practice hospitality more faithfully.9
Newman addresses what she perceives to be several misconceptions about hospitality,
going as far as to say,
A final distortion of the practice of Christian hospitality is the equation of
hospitality with inclusivity and diversity. I once taught at a college that in one of
its documents embraced "diversity for diversity's sake." In this view,
"hospitality" is used interchangeably with "welcoming diversity," such that
6
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calling "diversity into question is seen as being inhospitable. To be hospitable,
this position assumes, is to be inclusive. Indeed, inclusivity is identified with the
very heart of the gospel.
While Newman's argument that hospitality and worship are synonymous is strong, this
supposition limits the definition of hospitality and fails to acknowledge the generally
accepted conclusions regarding Middle Eastern culture and context. Though the writers,
editors, and compilers, along with the narrator and the reader, are aware that the "divine
beings" in the interplay between themselves and Abraham are a manifestation or
representation of God, it is apparent that Abraham has no clue that they are anything
other than human beings—three men—and his actions should be interpreted accordingly.
There is no indication that Abraham sees himself participating in an act of worship. Thus
it can be assumed that worship is not at the core of this particular story. Abraham's
response, therefore, is based on the local custom developed and practiced in relation to
chance encounters with strangers, and not based on a perception of encountering a divine
presence. Gunkel notes, "They look like men, and Abraham considers them to be so . ..

Ibid., 30-31. Newman adds that, "Unlike a sentimentalized, privatized, or
marketed hospitality, the reader might have more difficulty seeing this kind of hospitality
as a distortion. After all, doesn't Jesus welcome the outcasts of his society? He eats with
tax collectors and sinners; he welcomes the Samaritan woman at the well; he permits a
sinful woman to pour perfume on his feet, to the chagrin of his host and other bystanders;
he allows children to be the center of his attention; he defends the woman caught in
adultery from those who would stone her. And Jesus himself seems challenged by the
Syrophoenician woman to extend the scope of his ministry: it is not only for the Jews but
also for the Gentiles." "We can note at this point, however, that Jesus's inclusivity is not
without expectations . . . ." Newman's thesis compartmentalizes hospitality in a way that
narrows the definition to fit a particular paradigm. While worship is certainly a hospitable
practice, a broader understanding is certainly appropriate. Newman concludes that,
"Hospitality as diversity is really a variation of market hospitality, only more seductive
because 'diversity' sounds good to contemporary ears—as in 'to embrace diversity is to
embrace God'" (31). Although the term is used frequently in discussions about diversity
and inclusiveness, "inclusivity" is not found in Webster's New College Dictionary, 2007.
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But the narrator knows that they are divine beings." Wallace M. Alston, Jr. adds,
"There is no telling who they are, or who they think they are, or who they are perceived
to be. Here we are introduced to the mystery that constitutes the narrative from beginning
to end."12
The story speaks of theophany (theo-phaneia, a visible manifestation of deity),
which is perceived by faith and not by sight. Abraham is confronted by an
ordinary phenomenon, the visit of three men to his home, and he responds without
theological overlay. It is only in retrospect that he discerns that he has been
visited by God.13
In essence, Abraham meets the baseline expectation of hospitality, fulfilling his
obligation and meeting the needs of his guests. It is the custom in this region, a practice
that is appropriate, customary, to this particular culture and context. When hospitality is
extended to the stranger, it assures the safety and well-being of both the one who gives
and the one who receives because it meets the needs of both. In the ancient world, as with
today, there is always a risk of danger, a minimal level of discomfort and distrust among
both parties who in an instant could become either enemy or friend. The practice of
hospitality insures the survival of everyone involved. It is as much, if not more, a
practical response that quickly became imbued with theological underpinnings.

Gunkel, Genesis, 192.
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Wallace M. Alston, Jr., "Genesis 18:1-11," Interpretation 42 (October 1988):

398.
Ibid. Alston declares, "When God appears at the door of any person's life, that
mysterious intervention in the ordinary is seldom obvious at the time. God remains
wholly other, even when God meets the eye as wholly same. God is always the hidden
God, even in revelation, who appears to us as the hidden God at times and in ways we
least expect. We can never say for sure at the moment of God's appearance, 'There is
God!' or 'Here!' There is always the risk that it may not be God at all with whom we
have to do, but superstition, wishful thinking, too much wine, or a migraine headache."
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If the visitation of these three "men" was a test designed to measure Abraham's
hospitable nature, then he passed brilliantly. Gunkel notes that this form of testing is
typical, that the deity comes disguised in human form in order to make an honest and
discreet assessment. Gunkel says that,
In this belief, however, 'lies the most sublime sanctification of hospitality: one
will be hesitant to turn away a stranger who could be a heavenly god visiting in
human form' (Grimm, Deutsche Mythologie 14, xxixff, 1114, ix). The deity
wants to test Abraham here in this fashion. Consequently, the men remain
standing before the tent in the attitude of those who silently seek admission.14
Every element in the following intends to depict how extravagantly hospitable
Abraham was, how brilliantly, therefore, he stood the test. His decision to host
them is made immediately and will be carried out immediately. To the best of his
ability, then, he tactfully shortens the uncomfortable situation of asking for them.
The householder acts in this manner when he wants to especially honor a guest.
He bows deeply before the strangers as though they were princes (2 Sam 9:6;
14:4; 1 Kgs 1:47). nnn^n is a technical term for a certain bow: the knee on the
ground, "the nose in the dust" (19:1). With many and the most courteous words he
requests the honor that they deign to enter his tent. Oriental courtesy is more
prolix and submissive than ours. The inferior avoids saying "I" at first in
addressing the superior in order not to be a nuisance, preferring instead the selfreference "your servant" (33:5; 42:11; 2 Sam 24:21; 2 Kgs 8:13; etc.).15

Gunkel, Genesis, 193. This anonymous visitation by the deity may be at the root
of Matt 25:31-46 in which Jesus is reported to appear to those deemed sheep and goats by
virtue of whether or not they gave aide to those in need. Fretheim notes, "The motif of
hospitality extends into the NT. Jesus specifies that the lack of hospitality serves as
grounds for judgment (Matt 25:43). Hebrews 13:2 stresses its importance, for 'some have
entertained angels without knowing it' (see Acts 14:11; 28:1-6; those visited by Paul say,
'The gods have come down to us in human form!'). Hospitality is commended to all
Christians (see I Pet 4:9; 3 John 5-8), especially leaders (1 Tim 3:2; Titus 1:8). See Luke
24:29 on welcoming the risen Christ. This text involves not only human hospitality, but
also hospitality toward God. One could speak in terms of Matthew 25; acting on behalf of
one of'the least of these' constitutes an act on behalf of God. Hospitality toward God is
not simply a spiritual matter, but a response of the whole self in the midst of the quite
mundane affairs of everyday life. Although we are not always able to identify the
presence of God in the midst of life, God assumes flesh and blood in the neighbor (1 John
4:20)." (See Fretheim, "The Book of Genesis," 464.)
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Not only does Abraham address the basic needs of the weary travelers, but he prepares
for them a lavish, extravagant meal, which includes meat, far exceeding the expectations
of any surprise guest. The implication in many of these texts is that, while there is a basic
level of hospitality required, there is an unspoken expectation that the host will go far
beyond that minimum requirement. In this particular text, no matter the dynamics of the
storyline, the narrative serves as a paradigm for how the ancient practice of hospitality is
engaged and fulfilled among strangers as they encounter one another in random moments
and in various places.
Sodom, Gomorrah, and Inhospitality
It appears to not be coincidental that this introduction to hospitality, in this story
of the three visitors to Abraham and Sarah by the oaks of Mamre, would immediately be
followed in the narrative by the story of Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen 19). The same men,
disguised as divine beings, leave Abraham's tent and set out for the wicked enclave, the
city of Sodom. Upon their arrival, however, there are now but two of them. This further
supports the assumption that one of the beings was indeed "the Lord," and explains why
this deity now needs to gather information about Sodom from a distance, relying on the
remaining duo to assess the situation in the city. Janzen asserts, "It is clear from a
comparison of 19:1-3 with 18:1-8 that the test of Sodom turns on the question of
hospitality. The way Sodom fails the test becomes clear through a study of the similarity
and difference between the two episodes."1 Gordon Wenham declares, "The parallels are
clearest in the two hospitality scenes (18:1-8; 19:1-3) and in the pleas for the two cities

Janzen, Abraham and All the Families of the Earth, 61.

44
(18:23-32; 19:18-22). But even in the two texts between these two sections are some
interesting similarities. In other words, Gen 18 and 19:1-22 are told in two parallel panels
.. . ."17 Whereas the reader has been given an example of how the ancient practice of
Near Eastern hospitality should be carried out between host and guest, inhabitant and
alien, the reader is now provided with a horrific encounter and the consequences leveled
against those who foster inhospitable practices. In order to expedite the transition from
Mamre to Sodom, a dialogue takes place between Abraham and the Lord that describes
the Lord's anger toward the citizens of the city. The two figures, in what many scholars
describe as traditional or typical Near Eastern bargaining, bartering, or haggling, discuss
the number of righteous persons necessary to spare Sodom from what seems to be a
preordained fate.

Walter Brueggemann describes the conversation in this manner, "The

process, like barter in a Near Eastern bazaar, moves from fifty to ten."19 In this
conversation between Abraham and the Lord, the very nature of God hangs in the
balance. Theological themes are emerging and evolving about God's justice and
judgment, grace and wrath. Of course, at stake for Abraham is the fact that his son Lot
and his family are residents of Sodom and Abraham fears for their safety. At the end of
the debate, Abraham loses and the city's fate is sealed, though Lot and his family will be
spared the inevitable doom and destruction.
Gordon Wenham, Genesis 16-50, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 2, ed. David
A. Hubbard and Glenn W. Barker (Dallas: Word Books, 1990), 44.
Nathan MacDonald, "Listening to Abraham—Listening to YHWH: Divine
Justice and Mercy in Genesis 18:16-33," Catholic Biblical Quarterly 66 No. 1 (January
2004): 30. It must be noted that MacDonald has reservations about this theory.
Walter Brueggemann, Genesis, Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for
Teaching and Preaching, ed. James L. Mays (Louisville: John Knox Press, 1994), 172.
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Conventional biblical wisdom assumes that homosexual acts were at the root of
Sodom's wickedness, though the text never reveals the nature of the city's sinfulness.
Brueggemann notes,
It is possible that the offense of Sodom is understood with specific references to
sexuality. But if such a reading is accepted, the turbulent mood of the narrative
suggests gang-rape rather than a private act of either "sodomy" or any specific
homosexual act.
. . . the Bible gives considerable evidence that the sin of Sodom was not
specifically sexual, but a general disorder of a society organized against God.
Thus in Isa. 1:10; 3:9, the reference is to injustice; in Jer. 23:14, to a variety of
irresponsible acts which are named; and in Ezek. 16:49 the sin is pride, excessive
food, and indifference to the needy.20
In fact, the first Isaiah passage to which Brueggemann refers connects Isaiah's audience
with the people of Sodom and Gomorrah and indicts them for their worship practices,
condemning their offerings and sacrifices, with God declaring, "I cannot endure solemn
assemblies with iniquity. Your new moons and your appointed festivals my soul hates;
they have become a burden to me, I am weary of bearing them" (Isa 1:13b-14). In Matt
10:15 and in Luke 10:12 Jesus refers to the punishment of Sodom when speaking of those
who would not welcome the seventy whom he appointed as missionaries. Homosexuality
simply is not at the root of these concerns. Fretheim states:
This text (assigned to J) is the most frequently cited Genesis passage in the rest of
the Bible. Sodom and Gomorrah become a conventional image for heinous sins
and severe disaster. Apparently these cities symbolize the worst that can be
imagined. The nature of Sodom's sins may vary, but the mistreatment of other
human beings tops the list; inhospitality lends itself to diverse development (Jer
23:14). Later texts recall Sodom's judgment, even its specific form (see Ps 11:6;
Ezek 38:22; Rev 21:8).
Sodom is condemned, not because they have no faith in God, but because of the
way in which they treat their brothers and sisters. God holds the nonchosen
accountable for such behaviors. This assumes an understanding of natural law,

'Ibid., 164.

wherein God's intentions for all people are clear in the creational order (cf. the
oracles of the prophets against the nations, e.g., Amos 1-2).21
The fact is, the specific sin of Sodom that garnered the Lord's attention and led to the
city's subsequent demise is never mentioned. As Nahum Sarna opines, "The first
intimation of the moral standing of the inhabitants of Sodom is rather vague, being
confined to the simple observation that they 'were very wicked sinners against the
Lord.'"22 Yet, even Sarna assumes that the transgression of the townsmen, i.e., their
desire to rape the visitors, constitutes Sodom's sinful wickedness. "What it means, in the
biblical concept, to 'sin against the Lord' is soon vividly illustrated by the conduct of the
Sodomites upon the arrival of the two messengers at Lot's home. Here we find them
violently demonstrating their hostility to the strangers and lusting to indulge in unnatural
vice." The fact is the unnamed sinfulness of the city had long been established in the
narrative, prior to the events that took place at Lot's house. Whether the sin of Sodom
was that of inhospitality, which seems plausible, or homosexuality, which seems
doubtful, to make the leap, that the desire to mistreat, to abuse and rape, the visitors to
Sodom, that this particular sinful act constituted the overall evil of the citizens of the city
is a reach, an overstatement that the text simply will not support. The events at Lot's

2l

Fretheim, "The Book of Genesis," 473, 476. Fretheim's comments raise a
question about the accountability of the chosen.
99

Nahum M. Sarna, Understanding Genesis: The Heritage of Biblical Israel
(New York: Schocken Books, 1966), 144.
23

Ibid.

47
home serve to support the argument that indeed the city of Sodom was a wicked place
and God's wrath was justified.
It is clear, however, that the egregious sin at the core of the action committed by
the men of Sodom was their total disregard for their guests, the inhospitality that was
directed toward them. Homosexual rape may be the occasion, the act that these men
desired to perpetrate, but inhospitality is the issue at stake in the encounter between the
town's men and their guests. Fretheim puts it thusly,
This text illustrates the situation in Sodom as homosexual activity (condemned
for males in Israel [Lev 18:22; 20:13]), but refers specifically to the abusive
violence and savage inhospitality. The text does not talk about homosexual or
orientation generally, or nonviolent sexual behavior. Other biblical references to
Sodom lift up a wide range of behavior, from neglect of the poor and needy to
lies, greed, luxury, heterosexual abuse, and inhospitality to strangers (Isa 1:9-10;
Jer 23:14; Lam 4:6; Ezek 16:48-55; Zeph 2:9). Jesus remains true to the text in
condemning a town to a fate like Sodom's because of its refusal to receive
strangers who bear the word of God (Matt 10:14-15; 11:23-24; Luke 10:12;
17:29; 2 Pet 2:8; only in Jude 7 does the reference to homosexual behavior
possibly become explicit).

For an alternative view about Levitical bans on homosexuality, see Donald J.
Wold, Out of Order: Homosexuality in the Bible and the Ancient Near East (Grand
Rapids: Baker Books, 1998). It must be acknowledged that homosexuality was clearly
taboo in the ancient Near East and that many scholars support a traditional, i.e.,
evangelical view, that homosexuality was considered an abomination because it
challenged the accepted understanding that appropriate sexuality was practiced between
female and male partners. Specifically, this view is widely accepted in interpreting the
story of Sodom and Gomorrah in Gen 19.
Fretheim, "The Book of Genesis," 477. It is safe to assume that ancient Judaism
would have seen homosexual practices as taboo, as sinful, but not for the traditionally
held reasons claimed by many religious individuals. Any sexual act that was not
procreative in nature would have been considered abhorrent, as the need to produce
progeny, to "be fruitful and multiply" was paramount in the ancient world. For further
information, see David J. A. Clines, The Theme of the Pentateuch, 2d ed. (Sheffield,
England: Sheffield Academic Press Limited, 1997).
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Building on this theme, Dennis T. Olson declares,
Extending hospitality to strangers was an important and deeply held custom in the
ancient Near East, and especially so in Israel. The covenant code in Exodus (Exod
22:21; 23:9) the priestly law of Leviticus (Lev 19:33-34) and the deuteronomic
law code (Deut 16:14; 26:12) all command Israel to extend generous hospitality to
the stranger or sojourner. God "loves the stranger," and God instructs Israel, "You
shall also love the stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt" (Deut
10:18-19).26
"The behavior of the men of Sodom and Gibeah was the very antithesis of these
commandments. Not only did they not offer basic hospitality, they wanted to perform
acts that were diametrically opposed to it." Whether or not the men's desire to "know"
"ny iyada1) the visitors in a sexual manner or simply to "know" them in terms of gaining
knowledge about these foreigners, Lot found their demands inappropriate in any capacity
and refused their advances.28 Wenham declares,
The mob shouts out that Lot's visitors be brought out, "so that we may know
them." It is because of this remark and Lot's subsequent comments that
homosexuality has been identified as the sin of Sodom. But this has been
contested. Certainly their wording is not quite so explicit: "that we may know
them." Their words stand in ironic contrast to the Lord's expressed intention to
know about them (18:21). The mob could mean simply that they want to know
who these visitors are, but since the visitors came through the public gateway and
Dennis T. Olson, "The Book of Judges: Introduction, Commentary, and
Reflections," in The New Interpreter's Bible: A Commentary in Twelve Volumes, vol. II,
ed. Leander E. Keck (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996), 876.
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Steve deClaisse-Walford, "Abomination! Homosexuality and the North
American Church" (Decatur, GA: Unpublished Paper, Columbia Theological Seminary,
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"'Hospitality', Hostiles and Hostages: On the Legal Background to Genesis 19:1-9,"
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were publicly greeted by Lot, this cannot be all they mean. And since "Hy "to
know" is frequently used in Genesis of sexual intercourse, this seems the likeliest
meaning here (cf. 4:1, 17, 25; 24:16).29
Wenham further argues that once Lot offers his virgin daughters instead of his
male guests, that all parties were clear as to the content of their conversation.
Janzen certainly assumes the worst,
The contrasts between the two episodes (at Mamre and at Sodom) continue to
mount up. When Yahweh "goes down" to "know" (18:21) the city's moral
condition as reflected in how it receives the two visitors, the city responds by
pursuing a different sort of knowing (19:5). Whereas Yahweh's knowing is
bilateral — waiting to see how the city will respond, and then knowing it in its
response — the city's approach is unilateral. Its men "knowing" the visitors does
not depend on the visitor's response, let alone their consent. The knowledge in
question is the exercise of a certain kind of power — the power to impose one's
will coercively in a domination that subordinates and humiliates.31
No matter how "know" is translated, it is clear that the Yahwistic editor is contrasting
appropriate and inappropriate behavior illustrated in the great chasm between hospitable
and inhospitable advances.
Yet there is even more troubling material in the unfolding drama between Lot and
the angry mob who have assembled in order to "know" his houseguests. In an act of
desperation designed to preserve hospitality at all costs, Lot offers his virgin daughters to
the men, granting permission for them to do to his girls whatever they pleased. No matter
the real intent of the men to "know" Lot's guests, it is apparent from Lot's response that
in his mind it was a desire to engage in inappropriate sexual contact, that is, homosexual
rape. The ultimate violation that one man could do to another was to treat him as a
Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 55.
30
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woman in a sex act. Strangely, that Lot would offer his daughters to these men he
perceived as potential gang rapists contains both a noble and a morbidly perverse
element. Ironically, in a most perverted way, Lot's response reveals the primacy of
hospitality in the prevailing culture, a sacred obligation that would not be revoked
regardless of situation or circumstance. Unfortunately, Lot's actions also reveal the low
status afforded women in this society, a reality that enabled Lot to substitute his own
flesh and blood, his offspring, instead of allowing his guests to be violated by the men of
Sodom. Elliott comments,
Lot's willingness to sacrifice his daughters made it neither right nor desirable, but
in accord with that society, it was considered the lesser of two evils. Lot desired
to be a courageous champion of the obligations of hospitality in a situation of
extreme embarrassment. Since women in those days were regarded primarily as
chattel or property, Lot cannot be blamed too much for his willingness to sacrifice
his daughters. That he would capitulate so readily, however, does indicate his lack
of genuine stamina and courage . . . .
In the end, Lot is ironically saved by his guests who pull him into the house and then
strike all of the men blind. Sodom is destroyed and the chapter ends with Lot's daughters
getting their father drunk and then seducing him in order that they might bear children
and preserve the lineage of their particular clan. In this prevailing culture, preservation of
the clan superseded any conventional or traditional perceptions about boundaries
bordered by incest or sibling procreativity. And yet, interestingly, homosexuality is

The final commandment provides a glimpse into the worth of women in ancient
Israel, "You shall not covet your neighbor's house; you shall not covet your neighbor's
wife, or male or female slave, or ox, or donkey, or anything that belongs to your
neighbor" (Exod 20:17).
Ralph H. Elliott, The Message of Genesis: A Theological Interpretation
(Nashville: Broadman Press, 1961), 134.

51
considered the sexual sin of chapter 19. A full and objective reading of the narrative
certainly gives cause to reconsider the traditional interpretations and subsequent
assumptions that have been made about homosexuals and homosexual orientation.
In the story of Sodom and Gomorrah, the reader is exposed to the horrific manner
in which women were regarded and treated by their male counterparts. It was wrong for
Lot to offer his virgin daughters to the ravenous mob of lustful men. It is obvious that the
protocol and practice of hospitality was never intended to be extended to women who
were considered subordinate creatures and treated as less than second class citizens.
Sadly, in many religious communities, women are still treated inequitably, and even
subject to abuse, and this position is defended because of an inane, perversely literalistic
interpretation of Hebrew and Christian scriptures that make women the scapegoat in the
Edenic Fall, placing the advent of sin squarely on their shoulders. The way these texts are
interpreted, it is as if women are created in the image of men, something that grew out of
that whole rib episode in Gen 2:21-23, and that it is the male who represents the imago
dei, the image of God. While it might well be described as Neanderthal in nature that
might very well be an insult to the Neanderthals who perhaps knew better. Added to the
many layers of oppression heaped at the feet of women is the fact that they are, at least,
subliminally compared to the Blessed Virgin Mary, a woman who is purported to have
given birth without the aide of a man in some bizarre, non-scientific, biological anomaly.
No woman could ever replicate this feat and thus a glass ceiling has been established for

For a provocative treatment of these texts, see Ben Edward Akerley, The XRated Bible: An Irreverent Survey of Sex in the Scriptures (Venice, CA: Feral House,
1998), 32-36, 37-39.
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the ages beyond which no woman can ascend or transcend. It could be argued that the
doctrine of the Virgin Birth is the single most damning and discriminating piece of
theological legislation ever conceived, relegating women to an inferior status to men and
permanently inhibiting the ancient practice of hospitality, particularly from a
theological/ecclesiological standpoint, from being fully offered and afforded them.

The

Sodom and Gomorrah text speaks volumes far beyond the surface inhospitality that was
intended to be revealed and addressed by the ancient writers, editors, and compilers. It
tells the larger story of how women were considered chattel, possessions, whose sole
value was found in their procreativity, their house-keeping, baby-making, and manpleasing virtues, and how this cultural defect became crystallized theologically into the
very essence of two faiths that claim the ancient hospitality of God. Sadly, this sexual
bias comes to full bud in the early Church, supported by certain scriptures inappropriately
interpreted, and becoming Christian dogma in the midst of a faith that was intended by its
unwitting defacto founder (Jesus, not Paul) to be characterized by "extravagant
welcome"36 and an expansive hospitality that embraces the equity of all persons, a radical
inclusion and acceptance unlike anything ever before considered in the world of religious
thinking.

For further insight to issues related to women and sexuality, see Karen
Armstrong, The Gospel According to Woman: Christianity's Creation of the Sex War in
the West (Garden City, NY: Anchor Press/Doubleday, 1987); Elaine Pagels, Adam, Eve,
and the Serpent (New York: Random House, Inc., 1988; John Shelby Spong, Born of a
Woman: A Bishop Rethinks the Birth of Jesus (San Francisco: HarperSan Francisco,
1992).
"Extravagant welcome" is a slogan frequently used by the United Church of
Christ.
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A final word must be said about the fact that Sodom and Gomorrah has at its
core the desire for rape by the men of these cities. For at the root of the story, the intent to
rape the honored guests reveals the debauchery exhibited by the men of these cities. At its
core, rape in any form—heterosexual or homosexual—is evil, an egregious, horrific act
revealing the ultimate debauchery and abuse that one human can inflict on another. As a
result of this interpretation arguments have been made for centuries condemning
homosexuality as a sin, an evil in God's sight. It is a fair argument. It is safe to assume
that in Israel during its formative years homosexuality would have been considered
abhorrent, an abomination against God and the community at large. The same could be
said about the early Church, which took its cues from its religious tradition in Judaism. In
Israelite culture, this understanding is based on the idea that procreation was a major
component of sexuality, and thus in many contexts, any sexual act that did not have the
potential to produce progeny might have been considered taboo. There simply would
have been no understanding of homosexuality as an orientation that is based on genetic or
biological phenomenon. The ancient world was a pre-scientific world. The writers,
editors, and compilers of the story of Sodom and Gomorrah in all likelihood chose
homosexual rape in order to show the severity of the breach of hospitality and the
egregious nature of the intended insult that accompanied it. In what no doubt was
assumed to be a crowd of "straight" men gathered for evil purposes, what better way to
illustrate the profound level of wickedness being displayed in what should have been a
welcoming, hospitable atmosphere. The ultimate humiliation that one man could

There are numerous narratives describing sexual love, stories that are not tied to
procreation, the best example being the Canticle or Song of Solomon.
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perpetrate upon another was by violating his adversary's sexuality by treating him like
a woman in a sex act. This would certainly fit the scenario in the Sodom and Gomorrah
narrative. No matter the theological determination regarding homosexuality and the Bible
or homosexuality and the Church, all of these arguments must be considered as relevant
to the conversation when scripture is used to defend a particular position. The fact is there
is no way to attain certainty on this subject by simply reading the biblical narrative. Layer
upon layer of interpretive information, including culture and context and the various
biblical criticisms that illumine these texts, must be incorporated into any discussion
about this issue or any other contemporary issue that confronts persons of faith who are
seeking to be truthful to the texts and fair to the complex matters that confront peoples of
the twenty-first century.

CHAPTER THREE
HOSPITALITY IN THE CHRISTIAN SCRIPTURES
Pervading Themes
Two phrases from the Gospels give insight into the life and ministry of Jesus and
provide an interesting context for New Testament hospitality: he "had no place to lay his
head" (Matt 8:20) and "his own people did not accept him" (John 1:11).1 Perhaps it
should come as no surprise that Jesus seemed obsessed with hospitality, for as Luke,
according to the legend in the birth narratives, records, "there was no place for them in
the inn" (Luke 2:7b). As with the Hebrew scriptures, there is not a definitive word for
"hospitality" in the New Testament, though the theme permeates both.2 The earliest
1
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Christian writings, from Paul and other apostolic figures, reflect a clear understanding of
Jesus' requirement for hospitality toward others, a priority that would be crystallized in
the later Gospel writings. As a radical reformer of peasant descent, and in many ways an
individual who became an outsider in his own right, Jesus challenged the exclusionary
practices that had come to define his religious tradition. Like many to whom he offered
welcome and acceptance, Jesus knew well the social boundaries within which he lived.
As his ministry gained momentum, Jesus became an enigma within his own faith
community. His life and ministry were dedicated to reform, to recovering for the Jewish
people their identity as the self-understood chosen people of God—an inclusive,
welcoming, and hospitable people. They desperately needed the reminder that they were
once aliens living in strange lands, that "wandering Arameans" were their ancestors, and
that their legacy was closely tied to these beginnings as a people. It is apparent from
Jesus' words and actions that he believed his people had lost their way and had adopted
and adapted many of the sectarian and nationalistic attitudes and practices of their
neighbors, past and present, particularly those of their Roman occupiers.
The ancient Shema (vwi?) declares, "You shall love the Lord your God with all
your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might" (Deut 6:4). This primary and
ultimate commandment in the Bible, along with Jesus' mandate to love neighbor as self,
was the rule by which Jesus carried out his life's work. It was the standard from which all
of his teachings and his many acts of love, grace, and mercy flowed. It is impossible to
understand New Testament theology, with its Christological emphasis, or even to begin
to emulate Jesus, apart from this directive.
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Perhaps the most profound and radical example of the effect of the Gospel on a
particular individual with regard to hospitality is found in the conversion and subsequent
evangelistic mission of the apostle Paul. Paul had been a Pharisee, trained to perpetuate a
Jewish tradition that, in the eyes of Jesus, had grown stale, wearisome in interpretation,
and exclusive in practice. Paul was a persecutor and killer of Christians, a zealot in his
defense of the emergent status quo that, for many, had come to characterize the ancient
faith. As a result of his dramatic, radical conversion experience he became equally
zealous in defending his new-found Christian faith. His openness and acceptance of
Gentiles, the uncircumcised, and individuals deemed unclean according to Jewish
standards, clearly put Paul at odds with his former colleagues who, no doubt, were
shocked and dismayed by the new direction his life and faith had taken. Paul became a
champion of diversity and inclusiveness, boldly serving as a missionary to Gentile
nations and welcoming the masses to join him in table fellowship, the ultimate sign of
Christian hospitality. In many ways Paul mirrors the very essence of all that Jesus sought
to accomplish during his life and ministry. Paul's life and work, and particularly his
writings, gave definition to the early Church and provided for the young institution the
meaning and momentum necessary to thrive as an emerging and distinctive faith tradition
that would in a short time come to be known as Christianity.
A close reading of his epistles reveals that Paul knew the challenges and
complexities of practicing hospitality, particularly toward Gentiles. Much of Paul's
discourse focused on responding to the debate over just how orthodox Jewish-Christian
proselytes needed to be, particularly around the issue of circumcision and table
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fellowship that threatened the unity of the fledgling faith (See Acts 11:19-26; Gal 2:4, 714; 1 Cor 5:7-8; and chps. 8, 10, 11.).
The book of Acts, a continuation of the historical narrative Luke-Acts, provides a
glimpse into the workings of the early Church. It is a helpful text for providing the
background and knowledge necessary for interpreting much of the epistolary writings of
the New Testament. After the death of Jesus, his followers continued to meet in the
synagogues, worshipping alongside traditional Jewish adherents. This would be a shortlived scenario, as the relationship between Jews and Jewish-Christians quickly unraveled
and a permanent schism took place. Luke tells his reader,
All who believed were together and had all things in common; they would sell
their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need.
Day by day, as they spent much time together in the temple, they broke bread at
home and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having
the goodwill of all the people. And day by day the Lord added to their number
those who were being saved (Acts 2:44-47).
Part of what was evolving for these early Christians had very little to do with any
romanticized spirituality, but was a practical necessity as the threat of Rome closed
around them because of their illegal status in the empire. Persecution was becoming a
very real threat to their existence, and thus a survival mentality seized them. Not only
that, but it was widely believed that the Parousia, the return of Jesus, would happen
quickly and therefore, hoarding or maintaining possessions was rendered unnecessary.
Things would eventually shift and the early Church would find solid footing, gaining
legal status under Constantine in 313 CE, and growing into an institutional juggernaut.
But for the time being, house churches were the order of the day as the separation
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between Jews and Jewish-Christians became more pronounced and the persecution of
Jesus' followers grew more intense.
Quickly revealed in Acts is the theme of table fellowship, explicitly articulated in
the Gospels, and continuing to influence Jesus' followers after his death. Table
fellowship offered not only mutual hospitality, but became the focus of worship as Jesus'
followers recalled sacred gatherings with their Lord, particularly around a meal, and
especially as they celebrated the Eucharist, established by Jesus with his disciples at their
farewell meal together on the night of his arrest. Despite threats and persecution, their
numbers continued to grow and the movement spread beyond its Jewish roots. It was
fully evident that the command of the Great Commission3 was being fulfilled as the
Gospel reached into the heartland of Hellenism where many Gentiles were converted.
Like the Israelites of old, as they traveled to foreign lands and encountered alien peoples,
these early Christians ventured into new territories sharing their good news of salvation.
As in that former time, their faith was mandated with an expectation to extend the
appropriate and expected hospitality. In order to bring about the conversion of the
Gentiles, the apostles had to experience a different kind of conversion as well. Even with
Jesus' words echoing in their ears and his influence still strongly directing their motives
and movements, for the most part they continued to operate under the old paradigm that

The Great Commission is found in Matt 28:18b-20: "All authority on heaven
and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations,
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and
teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with
you always, to the end of the age." All scripture citations are from the New Revised
Standard Version of the Bible.
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the Messiah had come first and foremost to the household of Israel. While that was
certainly the case, it unfortunately was as if they had forgotten or had chosen to ignore
that a second appearance to all humanity was clearly a part of Messianic lore. Perhaps no
texts paint a clearer picture of the shift in theory and practice regarding the evangelization
and inclusion of Gentiles than do Luke's stories of Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch and
the conversion of Peter and Cornelius in the book of Acts.
Philip and the Ethiopian Eunuch
The eighth chapter of Acts tells two stories about Philip, one of the first seven
deacons selected to tend to the Hellenist widows who were being "neglected in the daily
distribution of food" (Acts 6:1, 5). A layperson, Philip evidently was a gifted preacher
who had made quite an impression on Peter and John.4 In the first story (Acts 8:5-13),
which in many ways sets the stage for his encounter with the Ethiopian eunuch, Philip is
shown to be a very capable evangelist as he preaches to the Samaritans. They respond
enthusiastically, with many accepting the Gospel and submitting to baptism, including
one named Simon. In this story, the way is now paved for Luke to introduce even further
the radical nature of the Gospel through specific examples of improbable, even
implausible, conversion experiences. In the next two stories the universal message of the
Gospel is made clear, a hospitality that is without question or reservation extended to and
inclusive of all persons.

William Owen Carver, The Acts of the Apostles (Nashville: Broadman Press,
1916), 85.
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In the second story (Acts 8:26-40), the reader of Acts is introduced to a
revolutionary conversion experience with the encounter of Philip and the Ethiopian
eunuch. G. Campbell Morgan notes, speaking about the story of Philip and the eunuch,
". . . here commenced that wider movement in the activity of the Christian Church, of the
beginnings of which, the remainder of this book of the Acts of the Apostles tells the
story."5 The reader is not told the religious persuasion of the eunuch, though it is assumed
that he is a Jewish proselyte because he had "come to Jerusalem to worship," and
happened to be reading from the Hebrew scriptures at the time of his encounter with
Philip (Acts 8:27b-28). Not surprisingly, as Luke sets up the unfolding drama, the eunuch
is found reading the suffering servant text from the prophet Isaiah, (Isa 53:7-8), a
narrative that is frequently interpreted as Messianic in nature. When Philip asks the
eunuch if he understands what he is reading, the Ethiopian frustratingly replies, "How
can I, unless someone guides me?" (Acts 8:31). After an invitation to join the eunuch on
his chariot, he and Philip engage in a theological discussion about the meaning of these
scriptures. The result of this discourse is the eunuch's conversion, whereupon water
suddenly appears on the scene, and Philip baptizes the new convert. The Ethiopian's
question, "What is to prevent me from being baptized?" indicates that, as a eunuch, this
seeker had probably previously sought and been denied baptism, hindered because of his
"physical mutilation."6

G. Campbell Morgan, The Acts of the Apostles (New York: Fleming H. Revell
Company, 1924), 212.
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In many ways this seems like another routine conversion story, but because of the
one being converted it was anything but ordinary. Frank Stagg declares that, "This marks
the third major area into which the gospel has reached: first Jews only; then Samaritans,
who were of mixed blood; and now God fearing Greeks."7 Stagg argues that these first
two groups were Jewish proselytes and that this third group, the Gentiles, were at least
students of Judaism. The final group, the pagans, was still on the missionary horizon, a
group that would be addressed in Luke's telling of the conversion of the Philippian jailer,
and a clear signal that reaching out with the Gospel to all humanity was becoming an
evangelistic priority of the Apostles (Acts 16:25-34).9 As Morgan notes,
We have seen the first movements, indicated in the commission of Jesus, "In
Jerusalem, in Judea and Samaria." Now we have the first movement beyond,
toward "the uttermost part of the earth." We almost invariably speak of the
opening of the door to the Gentiles as having taken place in the house of
Cornelius (see next story), and of Peter being the first messenger of the evangel to
the Gentiles. That may be true, or it may not. There is a question as to what the
Ethiopian's nationality really was. I believe that by race he was Ethiopian, that is
a Gentile; and therefore, that not to Peter the apostle, but to Philip the deacon was
given the work of first expanding the commission of Jesus so as to win one for

concluding shout of Luke's two volumes. The Ethiopian, too, was 'unhindered' in his
request for baptism. The very word, 'Whatprevents me?' is basically the same word in
the Greek with which Acts is closed. The word here is a verb, koluei; the closing word of
Acts is an adverb, akolutos. The idea expressed by these words is precisely the thing with
which Luke was most concerned. He traced the story of how the gospel was liberated and
how (persons) of all classes and races were liberated by it. 'Unhindered' was his thrilling
theme."
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Him from among the number of those who by the Jews were looked upon as
outside the covenant of promise.10
David S. Dockery adds,
As Luke concentrated on the church's expansion, he next turned to Philip as his
example . . . . Philip's ministry accomplished two important things in the mind of
the early church. First, he preached to Samaritans. This episode marked the initial
advancement of the post-resurrection Christian mission to a non- Jewish
community (cf. John 4:5-42). Second, he baptized a Gentile . . . in Luke's mind
and in his readers as well, the gospel reached the "ends of the earth" (Acts 1:8).'l
For those whose religious background was traditional Judaism, which no doubt
constituted a significant majority of Jewish-Christians, this paradigm shift was not only
monumental in scope, but would have been considered an absolute impossibility. It is not
just that a foreigner was converted and baptized, but with the Ethiopian eunuch several
barriers were brought down to their foundations. It has already been established that the
Ethiopian was a Gentile, and that description in its own right carried with it to Jews an
element of the absurd. But, perhaps the most radical feature of this man was literally a
question of his manhood. The Ethiopian was a eunuch, and the Bible had much to say
about men who were devoid of their testicles. The Priestly writer unequivocally declares,
"No one whose testicles are crushed or whose penis is cut off shall be admitted to the
assembly of the Lord" (Deut 23:1). "The Deuteronomic text explicitly states that

David S. Dockery, "The Christian Mission beyond Jerusalem," Review and
Expositor: The Faculty Journal of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 87, No. 3
(Summer 1990): 426.
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castrated men cannot enter the assembly of the Lord." Of course the Eunuch by nature
would have therefore been considered safe in relating to powerful women, such as in this
instance as a court official to the Candace or "Queen Mother," for it would have been
1 "K

impossible for the eunuch to do anything untoward sexually with anyone. As John B.
Polhill asserts, "If this man were a literal eunuch, his conversion would represent a
double advance in the universalism of the Gospel, overcoming physical as well as racial
barriers. It is not an incidental remark when Luke uses his key word 'hindered' at verse
36. The hindrances to the universal Gospel are coming down."14 Of course, the eunuch's
particular sexual status often brings this text into contemporary conversations about
sexuality in general and homosexuality in particular as they relate to the Bible and the
Christian faith because this text supports the argument that traditional approaches
espoused in the Hebrew scriptures regarding this issue should be given a new hearing
leading toward greater illumination and thus these texts are subject to a new
interpretation, understanding, and application. It is a reasonable argument that deserves
fair consideration. It is interesting to note that the eunuch happened to be reading from
Isaiah's prophecy, for elsewhere in the book, in what is probably a direct response to
Deut 23, the prophet speaks of the restoration of foreigners and eunuchs (Isa 56:3-8).
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Once again, there is a discrepancy in the biblical narrative, the prophetic voice reflected
in Isaiah counteracting the narrow prescriptive admonished by the Priestly tradition.
In Isaiah, the eunuch and the foreigner were to find full acceptance in God's
house, the temple. It is significant that in the Lukan narrative the promise of
Isaiah, the promise of full inclusion among God's people of foreigners and
eunuchs, finds its fulfillment not in Jerusalem and the temple, from which the
eunuch is returning, but in his hearing and receiving of the gospel. Readers miss
much of the punch of this story if they fail to observe that this man, as a foreigner
and eunuch, is excluded from the fold of Israel. Thus, whatever sense readers
make of this story, it is best not to downplay the Gentile (foreign) status of this
character.15
Surely this text was not lost on Luke as he wrote and compiled Luke-Acts, recalling this
and other stories of the early expansion of the new faith, a movement that evolved from
homogenous roots into one made up of diverse peoples and cultures. It is a radical idea
that will grow exponentially throughout the book of Acts, ironically culminating with a
faith that would completely break with its Jewish heritage and eventually become
dominated by and heavily composed of its Gentile converts.
Gospel Hospitality: An Introduction
Jesus was Jewish. As John Koenig notes, "Although he sometimes criticized the
people and leaders of his nation, it is now clear that Jesus did so from within Judaism and
for the sake of Israel."16 At the heart of his message, Jesus was a reformer, a
revolutionary prophet who sought to bring the faith tradition of his birth back to a place
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John Koenig, New Testament Hospitality: Partnership with Strangers as
Promise and Mission (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2001), 15.

of hospitality and holiness. Yet, this goal for which he strived and the paradigm within
which he operated seemed so radical to the religious authorities that, not only did they
refuse to embrace his teachings, they saw them as a threat to their suffocating grip on
Jewish religious society. Jesus' ideas were excessively innovative, extremely
incongruent, and completely incompatible with the prophesies and traditions of old.
Jesus' contemporaries were "old school," at best relating to the message and style of John
the Baptist; Jesus' style and substance were completely counter-cultural within the
confines and context of historic Judaism as it had come to be understood by those who
guarded orthodox belief and practice. The flaw in Jesus' Herculean task was the
impossibility of reviving something that in theory probably never fully existed and thus
was never fully practiced or preached. Unfortunately, Jesus spent much of his ministry
and mission trying to rediscover and recover what now might be termed an ancient
religious Camelot. It was as illusive for Jesus and his followers as it was for all of the
great prophets and those who heard them. Yet Jesus' efforts at restoring the ancient
Jewish custom of practicing hospitality were clearly attempted from within the
perspective of his faith tradition, his particular religious context. As Koenig astutely
observes, Jesus "did not mean to found a new religion" and thus he placed great emphasis
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on restoring the core values that made Judaism a great and compassionate monotheistic
religion.18
If indeed Koenig and other scholars' theories are correct, then Jesus failed
miserably. Ironically, Jesus was unable to avoid achieving, at least indirectly, the very
thing he desperately struggled against, the eventual founding of the Church. He is
credited with founding a new religion, a faith expression that after his death came to be
known as Christianity. The Church was actually established by Jesus' followers in
response to their exclusion from the synagogue, but Jesus' nail prints could be found all
over the fledgling institution. In a few hundred years, by the end of the third century, the
Church had become a bastion of institutional power, resembling nothing like the humble
expression of Judaism envisioned by Jesus. "Thus," says Koenig, "if we want to
understand what Jesus thought and said and did about hospitality, it becomes necessary to
examine the qualities of this phenomenon as first-century Jews conceived of it and
practiced it."19 It is in the context of theory and practice that the mystery of Jesus'
meaning, message, motive, and movement is brought into focus. His words, and the many
words attributed to him in parable and sermon are frequently contextualized in ways that
largely ignore or even repudiate the very ideals for which Jesus stood as he carried out his
life's work as a prophet and teacher.
A surface reading of the Gospels reveals that hospitality lies at the root of much
of the material contained therein. A closer reading of specific texts brings the theme to an
Koenig, New Testament Hospitality, 15.
19

Ibid.
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unmistakable clarity. The challenge to those seeking to analyze the relationship between
Jesus and the hospitality advocated for in ancient Judaism is to narrow the scope of study.
The material contained within the Gospel narratives illustrating Jesus' advocacy for the
disenfranchised and marginalized of society is overwhelming. His attention and concern
for the poor, for Gentiles, for women, and for those sick in mind, body, or spirit, and his
"extravagant welcome" of all persons to what he described as the Great Banquet Feast,
clearly revealed his hospitable nature. In the Great Reversal of the Gospel, illustrated by
paradoxical themes such as first/last, blind/see, deaf/hear, rich/poor, and weak/powerful,
the marginalized persons of society are invited to God's bounteous feast where Jesus
serves and honors as host. All of this rises out of Jesus' understanding of his faith
tradition, of his interpretation that God chose the Israelites to be a light "to" and not " o f
the nations and that they were to be a people dedicated to be hospitable to all persons,
particularly to those who were of a different creed and culture, clan and tribe. It is no
wonder that Jesus' efforts met with ultimate resistance, climaxing with his arrest as a
common criminal and his death by crucifixion at the hands of "powers and principalities"
who were threatened by the very prospect of mutual sharing and egalitarian living, not to
mention the potential for a peasant revolt that would threaten the power structure in the
region. This is not at all surprising, for history has shown that many twenty-firstcentury citizens are equally fearful of, threatened by, and become angered at the prospect
of any initiative or program that even remotely resembles communism or socialism.

"Powers and Principalities" is a Pauline expression found in the King James
Version of the Bible: Eph6:12.
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The Sending of the Seventy: A Test Case
Jesus' sending of the seventy missionaries in Luke's Gospel provides a central
framework for understanding the rules for and the means by which hospitality is engaged
(Luke 10:1-12). Jesus describes the parameters for their door-to-door visitation, a
particular set of circumstances and situations which would require basic hospitality. A
pivotal text within the larger narrative, conventional commentary posits that the main
focus and purpose of the sending of this larger group of disciples is that it is a
foreshadowing of the work of the early Church's missionary enterprise. It is considered
reflective of the ever-expanding mission and growth of the Christian faith.
The commissioning of this larger group of followers, which is not recorded
elsewhere in the Gospel records, conveys a sense of growth and movement. As
Jesus turns toward Jerusalem, he is still preaching the kingdom of God, but now
the kingdom is being preached not just by Jesus and the Twelve. In that sense, this
commissioning foreshadows the mission of the early church and establishes the
pattern for those who are sent out.21
The text illustrates that Jesus' followers were empowered with the same power and
ability as Jesus and that they, too, could perform mighty works. This is certainly the
major focus of the testimonial of God's empowerment of those who were called to serve
and witness.
Another element in the text that seems to be either misinterpreted or ignored is
Jesus' specific instructions to the disciples about how they are to conduct themselves and
what they are to refrain from carrying on their journey.

R. Alan Culpepper, "The Gospel of Luke: Introduction, Commentary, and
Reflections," in The New Interpreter's Bible: A Commentary in Twelve Volumes vol. IX,
ed. Leander E. Keck (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996), 219.
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Carry no purse, no bag, no sandals; and greet no one on the road. Whatever house
you enter, first say, "Peace to this house!" And if anyone is there who shares in
peace, your peace will rest on that person; but if not, it will return to you. Remain
in the same house, eating and drinking whatever they provide, for the laborer
deserves to be paid. Do not move about from house to house. Whenever you enter
a town and its people welcome you, eat what is set before you; cure the sick who
are there, and say to them, "The kingdom of God has come near to you." But
whenever you enter a town and they do not welcome you, go out into its streets
and say, "Even the dust of your town that clings to our feet, we wipe off in protest
against you. Yet know this: the kingdom of God has come near." I tell you, on
that day it will be more tolerable for Sodom than for that town (Luke 10:4-12).
In this text, Jesus accomplishes far more than teaching the disciples how to go about the
task of carrying out the evangelistic mission of the Gospel, and even more than
reinforcing in them the virtue of being dependent on providence for their sustenance, he
teaches them the ancient custom and practice of hospitality by placing them in a
laboratory situation that demands real engagement of the subject. They are to carry out
their assignment as aliens, as strangers in the places they visit, trusting in an ancient
process while seeking the shelter and welfare from an unwitting host. The Didache, an
early Christian document written in about 100 CE, comments,
But act towards the apostles and prophets as the gospel decrees. Let every apostle
who comes to you be welcomed as the Lord. But he should not remain more than
a day. If he must, he may stay one more. But if he stays three days, he is a false
prophet. When an apostle leaves he should take nothing except bread, until he
arrives at his night's lodging. If he asks for money, he is a false prophet (Did
ll:3-6). 22

Vinson, Luke, 318. Another early Christian document that addresses hospitality
is The Rule of Benedict by St. Benedict of Nursia, written between 530-60 CE. See
Terrence G. Kardong, Benedict's Rule: A Translation and Commentary (Collegeville,
MN: The Liturgical Press, 1996). Also, see Joan Chittister, The Rule of Benedict:
Insight for the Ages, ed. John Farina (New York: Crossroads Publishing Co., 1992), 16971. Reflecting on the Rule, Chittister notes, "The way we answer doors is the way we
deal with the world. Benedict wants (a welcome that is). .. actually grateful for the
presence of the g u e s t . . . . Come in the middle of lunch; come in the middle of prayer;
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Giving and receiving hospitality was essential to Jesus' understanding of God's realm
being realized in the world. Those who refused to extend the required level of hospitality
could expect a far worse fate than the residents of Sodom, the ultimate example of
inhospitality in the Hebrew scriptures. No doubt the experiences recounted by the
disciples in the days that followed their missionary adventures crystallized for them the
primacy of hospitality in Jesus' platform of love, mercy, and grace for all persons. The
destruction of the ancient city of Sodom and the turning of Lot's wife into a pillar of salt
as she turned to face the carnage and destruction of that place probably made more sense
than ever to these willing but perhaps somewhat apprehensive followers.
The Parable of the Great Judgment
The final words of Jesus' farewell discourse in Matthew's Gospel constitute
another text that poignantly stresses that being neighbor demands being hospitable.
Unique to Matthew and called the Parable of the Great Judgment (Matt 25:31-46), the
parable really is not a parable at all, but is rather an apocalyptic drama.24 According to

come and bother us with your blessings at any time. The chapter on the porter is the
chapter on how to receive Christ in the other always."
The reference to the ancient city of Sodom, described in the Hebrew scriptures
as the sight of great destruction at the hand of God because of the failure of the men of
the city to offer appropriate hospitality to Lot's guests, is mentioned six times in the
synoptic Gospels. In each instance, the reference is used in the context of a failure to
practice the appropriate and expected hospitality. This is certainly not coincidental,
providing further insight into that ancient biblical story.
24

M. Eugene Boring, "The Gospel of Matthew: Introduction, Commentary, and
Reflections," in The New Interpreter's Bible: A Commentary in Twelve Volumes, vol.
VIII, ed. Leander E. Keck, (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996), 455.
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Eugene Boring, "Parables begin with familiar, this-worldly scenes, which then modulate
into a new dimension of meaning. This scene, in contrast, begins with an other-worldly
depiction of the parousia . . . and modulates into affirmations of the ultimate importance
of ordinary, this-worldly deeds."25 Two groups of people are characterized with great
clarity: the "haves" and the "have-nots" of society. Metaphorically, Jesus portrays them
as the sheep and the goats, the faithful followers who embrace Jesus' message and
practice hospitality "to the least of these" (Matt 25:40) and those who choose not to be
hospitable toward their neighbor. On the last day the sheep will "inherit the kingdom
prepared for you from the foundation of the world," and to the goats the king says, "You
that are accursed, depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his
angels . . . " (Matt 25:34b; 41 :b).26 While Matthew's Gospel ends with what is called the
Great Commission (Matt 28:18-20), the great judgment is not at all evangelistic, at least

25

Ibid.

Eduard Schweizer, The Good News According to Matthew (Atlanta: John Knox
Press, 1975), 475-76. Schweizer reminds his reader that "In the Old Testament, God is
called 'King' in eschatological contexts," though in all probability he believes that this
Matthean text is not derived from a Jewish source, but rather, most probably, "is from a
Jewish Christian origin and referred to Christ from the very beginning." For Schweizer
the language in the text simply is not convincing enough to trace it to a Jewish origin. He
concedes, however, that one ancient source, a Midrash commentary of Deut 15:9 contains
a similar refrain, "My children, when you have given food to the poor, I account it as
though you had given food to me." He also acknowledges that in Judaism, "the messiah
occasionally appears as King .. ." Knowing Jesus' Jewish upbringing and in light of
Jesus' familiarity with and understanding of the religious tradition of his birth, these
similarities seem far more than coincidental and thus the Gospel writer(s) invoked this
image. There is substantial disagreement among scholars that Jesus embraced this
kingship idea in relation to himself or his ministry.
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in terms of a belief-by-conversion standard.27 In this text, belief is never mentioned, and
it is rendered irrelevant in light of the priority of service offered to others that is
paramount in the narrative. This dramatic tableau paints a picture emphasizing a poignant
and powerful assertion, that the scenario presented in Luke's parable about the rich man
and Lazarus (Luke 16:19-31) will indeed come to pass and that there is no middle ground
by which the recitation of any faith formula will satisfy the demand to be hospitable to
the poor and needy. No creed, no confession, no covenantal statement can substitute for
doing what is required on behalf of those whom Jesus called "the least of these" (Matt
25:45). As Boring notes, "Jesus has taught that self-giving care for others is the heart of
the revealed will of God in the Torah and its hermeneutical key."28 This is the consistent
hermeneutic that formed and framed Jesus' life and work and boldly shaped his ministry
and mission. He hammered this theme like a metronome, seeking to penetrate the thick
walls of arrogance and ignorance and blatant prejudice that had suffocated and stagnated
his beloved people. Somehow the Judaism of his day desperately needed reformation in
order to recover and restore the ancient custom and practice of hospitality. Reform was
and is vital for the survival and the viability of a faith tradition that had lost its way and
was threatened by the kind of irrelevance that would eventually overwhelm and dismantle

The baptismal formula in the Great Commission, invoking the name of the
"Father, Son, and Holy Spirit" evolved in the early Church as baptism became
institutionalized as the entry rite into the faith community. Initially, baptism was
pronounced in the name of Jesus. The Great Commission was probably added to the
Gospel of Matthew in response to the early Church becoming more diverse through the
inclusion of Gentile believers.
'Boring, "The Gospel of Matthew," 455.
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other religious expressions that found their root in this region and time. In the early
Church, Jesus' radical idea of hospitality would come to be the distinguishing
characteristic that would set it apart from other competing brands of faith. Biases toward
outcasts and those whom Robert J. Karris refers to as "handicapped" existed in the
Hellenistic world as it did in Israel. In house churches, communities of faith practiced
for a short period of time an authentic kind of communism that served to galvanize the
young faith as an alternative religious experience based on love, grace, mercy, and
mutual accountability and sustainability. Though this communal experience did not
withstand the test of time because of the belief that the Parousia, the return of Jesus, was
at hand, it continues to serve as an exemplar model for "being" and "doing" church in the
twenty-first century. While recovering the New Testament Church is an absolute
impossibility because, like its contemporary manifestations, it too reflected broad
theological diversity, rediscovering the ancient custom and practice of the kind of
hospitality woven throughout the Christian scriptures is indeed possible.
The Syrophoenecian Woman: A Bellwether Moment
In closing this discussion about hospitality and the New Testament, one further
story provides a word of grace to all who seek, but sometimes fail, to be hospitable as
people of faith who follow Jesus. The story of the Syrophoenecian woman (Mark 7:2430; Matt 15:21-28) has been particularly troubling for commentators because it seems to
place Jesus in an especially negative light, revealing a personal and profound prejudice

Karris, Robert K, Luke: Artist and Theologian, Luke's Passion Account as
Literature (New York: Paulist Press, 1985), 62.
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toward Gentiles. Preachers have gone to great lengths to defend Jesus, to protect him
from any untoward, disparaging, or critical commentary. Jesus, in accordance with his
heritage, believed that he was sent first and foremost to his own people. In this story, a
Gentile approaches Jesus and begs him to heal her daughter. It is not unlike other requests
that appear in the Gospel narratives. Jesus tersely responds, "Let the children be fed first,
for it is not fair to take the children's food and throw it to the dogs" (Mark 7:27). The
standard reaction to Jesus' response to the woman has usually been that either Jesus was
testing the woman's faith, perhaps because she was a Gentile, or that he was making a
joke at her expense. The possibility that Jesus might actually have thought this way has
rarely been suggested as a possible interpretation. It would have been considered a cruel
joke to anyone, but especially so to a woman who probably struggled with low selfesteem because of her family of origin and gender issues, and as a parent desperate to get
her sick daughter healed. The inference that this woman was the equivalent of a dog is
not humorous, but insulting.30 This level of humor would have been beneath Jesus,

Geoffrey W. Bromiley, "KUWV kuhon," in Theological Dictionary of the New
Testament, vol. Ill, ed. Gerhard Kittel, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids:
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1965), 1101-4. In the Hebrew scriptures,
dogs are "regarded as 'the most despicable, insolent and miserable of creatures' . . .
Comparison with a dog is insulting and dishonouring." In the New Testament, "Paul
describes specific Jewish or Judaising opponents as 'dogs'." In Luke's parable of the rich
man and Lazarus, dogs lick Lazarus' sores. Regarding the Syrophoenecian woman, "It is
debatable whether Jesus is adopting the Jewish habit of calling the person of a different
faith Kuobv . . . The saying in Mt. 15:26; Mk 7:27 brings the claims of children and house
dogs into comparison. The choice of Kuvdpiov shows that Jesus had in mind little dogs
which could be tolerated in the house . . .." The Didache, a central document from the
early Church, speaking on the Eucharist, declares, "And let none eat or drink of your
Eucharist, but they that have been baptised into the name of the Lord; for concerning this
the Lord hath said: Give not that which is holy to the dogs." Despite the Lukan editors'
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completely uncharacteristic of one whose nature was overwhelmingly caring and
compassionate. In addition, nowhere else does Jesus use such a method of testing; he
freely gives when he is asked. To test someone who was not expected to know the lingo,
a non-Jew, would have been especially harsh.
How about considering the possibility that Jesus was still growing, still learning,
that Jesus' own theological awareness and social conscience was in the midst of an
evolutionary process?

Perhaps the young Jesus was in a process of discernment and was

in this very moment becoming aware of an unfolding revelation. Furthermore, what about
the possibility of a person of female and Gentile persuasion serving as Jesus' teacher, as
his rabbi? Perhaps she had a thing or two to show him about what it meant to be an
inclusive and hospitable person of faith beyond his own religious tradition. In seeking his
aid she invited him into her sphere of being, into her world, one of diversity and religious
plurality; she welcomed him with a wonderfully gracious invitation. She was offering
Jesus the chance to expand his horizons, to discover a theological universe that up until
that very moment was stiflingly narrow and rigidly homogenous. The woman's response
to Jesus, "Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children's crumbs" was quick,

kinder, gentler, and less-offensive word choice which informs Kittel's subsequent
argument, Jesus' Jewish background certainly put him in touch with the danger of using
this kind of language. Also, see Paul J. Achtemeier, "Dog," in HarperCollins Bible
Dictionary, ed. Paul J. Achtemeier (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1996), 244.
"When applied to a person 'dog' becomes a term of disregard and humiliation and in Ps.
22:16 enemies are called 'dogs.'"
"i 1

For an example of how this evolutionary process might further have been
revealed textually, see the story referred to as "The Woman at the Well" in which Jesus
engages a Samaritan (John 4:7-42).
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reflective—not reactive, and precisely on point, an impressive display of wit and
intuitiveness. Jesus was obviously moved, probably on several levels. From that day
forward Jesus was a changed man. He learned much about grace, and, no doubt, much
more about his own calling and vocation. Rather than showing weakness or exposing
some kind of divine flaw (please allow Jesus his humanity) this episode indicated that he
truly was in touch with the Spirit of God unlike anyone before or after him. It was an
example of how he fully and completely embodied what John Shelby Spong calls the
"God-presence." "God-presence" is most revealed when authentic human vulnerability
is on display absolutely. Jesus learned and grew from this experience, and it opened for
him and for untold numbers of human creatures thereafter a glimpse into a God who is
more loving, more gracious, and more merciful than had ever before been imagined. In
this story, Jesus sees more completely that God's hospitality was and is meant for all
persons, for all humanity—particularly and especially in matters of faith and practice.
The word of grace is that because Jesus lived, learned, and loved, all humanity can do
likewise. God's broad and expansively welcoming table of love, grace, peace, and
mercy—ultimately revealed in Jesus' radical, hospitable welcome, and supremely
expressed in the setting of the Great Banquet Feast—is indeed set for all and for all time.

John Shelby Spong, A New Christianity for a New Day: Why Traditional Faith
Is Dying and How a New Faith Is Being Born (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco,
2001), 96.

CHAPTER FOUR
A SURVEY OF HOSPITALITY AND CONGREGATIONAL
IDENTITY AND RECEPTIVITY
The Survey Strategy
The Project Thesis began by selecting sample churches that would meet the
necessary criterion of self-identifying as moderate to progressive congregations. These
kinds of churches were chosen for the study because they are congregations that, as a
general rule, will intentionally explore the issue of homosexuality and the Church.
Liberal congregations typically have already made the decision to welcome and include
LGBT persons into their congregational lives, while fundamentalist churches would
never consider the possibility of doing so. Three churches that clearly defined themselves
as moderate to progressive were chosen for participation in this study. These churches
value diversity and strive to be open to divergent viewpoints, particularly in terms of
individual theological interpretation. Prior to the study, none of these churches has ever
taken a stand on the issue of homosexuality and the Church or the inclusion of LGBT
persons into their congregational life. As a part of the Free Church Protestant tradition—
two of these congregations are Baptist, affiliated with the Cooperative Baptist
Fellowship, and the other is a Congregational Church within the United Church of
Christ—these congregations value the Priesthood of all Believers and freedom of

'For a definition of "moderate" and "progressive," see Preface, 13.
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conscience in terms of faith and practice. Each of these congregations embraces local
church autonomy in their polity structure.
Anonymous surveys were distributed to the active membership in these churches
to measure their hospitality, particularly the way they engaged specifically described
groups of people. A total of eighty-nine surveys were collected out of a total of
approximately one hundred ten distributed. The raw data from the surveys was then
converted to spreadsheet format and submitted to a professional survey company that
analyzed the data and rendered it into an easily interpretable form, the results of which
are included later in this chapter. It should be pointed out that, demographically, the
majority age of the membership in these churches is over fifty which might bias the
responses toward a more traditional/conservative viewpoint.
Qualitative and quantitative methodologies—an exegesis of specific Hebrew and
Christian scriptures and a survey administered in three congregations that identify as
moderate to progressive, but have taken no formal stance on welcoming LGBT persons—
informed the issue of hospitality as inclusion. By incorporating a broad array of
questions, many designed specifically to target the often complex and conflicted issue, a
template emerged revealing the way these particular churches engage the issue of
homosexuality and the Church. See Appendix A for a copy of the survey questions.

Church Number 1 had 25 respondents; Church Number 2 had 19 respondents;
Church Number 3 had 45 respondents.
Universal Survey Research, LLC, Big Timber, Montana.
See Appendix A.
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A Description of the Three Churches
The three churches chosen for the survey were, First Congregational United
Church of Christ, National Heights Baptist Church, and Trinity Baptist Church.
Founded in 1892, First Congregational United Church of Christ is a small rural church in
Big Timber, Sweet Grass County, Montana. A part of the United Church of Christ
(UCC), First Congregational continues to hold strongly to its New England
Congregationalist roots. The church has an approximate membership of 170 with an
average attendance of fifty in worship. The church is by far the most progressive in what
is a very conservative part of the country. The church has several openly lesbian
members, but has never taken a stand on the issue of homosexuality and the Church or
the inclusion of LGBT persons into congregational life. This has been a source of conflict
and struggle, causing some members to leave the church and has left a high level of
ambivalence within the congregation. The church, in many ways, has been paralyzed by
its non-decision, unable to find resolution and overcome the inertia that the issue
presents. By practicing a "don't ask, don't tell" methodology, the church has allowed the
larger community to define it, and is known (erroneously) as the "gay church" by many
of the citizens of Big Timber. In many ways, First Congregational United Church of
Christ is the quintessential example congregation for this particular study. Timothy W.
Shirley serves as pastor of this church.
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At the present time, First Congregational does not have a website, though plans
are in the works to build one. Materials are being gathered and the church has a domain.
The broad diversity within the congregation spans the theological and ecclesiological
spectrum from Unitarian to traditional, conservative Christianity. As a result of these
wide-ranging viewpoints, the church has intentionally refused to form belief, mission,
vision, or any covenantal statements. The prevailing belief is that if an identity is
formulated it will alienate or exclude certain individuals that attend the church. In
January of 2009, the congregation completed a rather lengthy visioning process. These
are the gleanings from those meetings, though it must be noted that the congregation has
never officially adopted these statements:
Big, Audacious Goal: Eliminate hunger in Big Timber and Sweet Grass County
By 2015.
Envisioned Future: As the people who are the First Congregational United
Church of Christ, what we believe and how we live in the world are in
alignment.
Statement of Purpose: The First Congregational United Church of Christ, Big
Timber, Montana is a strong, welcoming, safe, and diverse church
fellowship that puts Jesus' teachings into action.
Core Values: We value our call to be followers of Jesus Christ. Taking his
teachings and his life as the model of servanthood and sacrifice, we strive
to live as a worshipping and teaching community.
We value our church family, our community, and active mission work.
We value each individual's spiritual journey and theological freedom. We
embrace diversity in all its forms.
We value a strong social conscience.
In many respects, these statements reflect more of the foundational material for a social
service agency than the formative statements of a local church.

5

The website is btfcucc.org.
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Founded in 1872 as Flat Rock Baptist Church, National Heights Baptist Church is
located in Fayetteville, Fayette County, a suburb of Atlanta, Georgia. According to its
website, the church describes its vision as "Caring for the needy as servants of Jesus,
helping those in distress through fellowship, reassuring seekers through spiritual support,
inspiring Christian fellowship through ministry, supporting spiritual growth through
education and teaching the 'Good News' through evangelism." The church has a
membership of approximately a hundred parishioners and an average attendance of fiftyfive. The church describes its mission as:
A Christian Fellowship faithfully following Christ's teachings into the future
which God creates for all his children.
Caring for the needy - NHBC is a church called to be a caring presence,
representing the love of Christ in the community. It is a place where
people can come to be accepted, renewed in faith and delivered through
their acceptance of Jesus Christ as savior.
Helping those in distress - A fellowship of Christian believers called to be a
community of committed servants in which everyone receives care.
Support is through fellowship and is freely given as needs arise. All
members give loving support and care as led by the Holy Spirit.
Reassuring seekers through spiritual support - A church called to be a community
of faith seeking to do and know the will of Christ. Our mission is to sow
the seeds of Love and Kindness in a lost and dying world to the glory of
God the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.
Inspiring Christian fellowship through ministry - A church called to be a ministry
of grace, and passionate about Christ's mission for the future which God is
creating for all his children.
Supporting spiritual growth through education - NHBC is a fellowship of
Christians called to learn and to teach the Word of God, "The Good
News", to support people of all ages as they serve as Christ's light in the
world.
Teaching the "Good News" - The church is a fellowship of believers called and
living life in such a way so as to be an example of the ways Christ taught
all mankind to live. We strive to honor Jesus by living and spreading the
"Good News" each day of our lives.
http://nationalheightsbaptistchurch.org/2010/mission.html. (accessed January 12,
2011.)
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In its "What we believe..." statements, National Heights declares,
Moderate Baptists comprise congregations that follow the leadership of Jesus as
each congregation understands that leadership. We do not subscribe to creeds or
statements of faith imposed by denominational or other organizations, seeking
instead to follow the leadership of Jesus Christ and the inspiration of the Holy
Spirit as we believe they are revealed to us.
Progressive, for the congregation at National Heights, means that we are sensitive
to the need for the church to adapt to the needs of the people, not that the people
must adapt to the needs of the church. Thus, we honor tradition but are not tied to
it, we welcome innovation but are not slave to it, and we are open to all forms of
inquiry, ready to accept the truth wherever we may find it. Indeed, because truth
is paramount, we pursue it regardless of the consequences.
Finally, NHBC is Missional in that we believe that worship and fellowship inside
the church must be balanced with worship through ministry to those in need
outside of it, primarily in the local community.7
At the time of this research and the administration of the survey, Dr. Steve deClaisseWalford served as pastor. The present pastor is the Rev. J. Barrett Owen.
Trinity Baptist Church is located in Conyers, Rockdale County, Georgia, a suburb
of Atlanta. Founded in the summer of 1984, Trinity's mission is, according to its website,
Q

to "empower people to celebrate and affirm God's love for all."
Empowering:
We provide a sense of ownership, discipleship, and responsibility.
We equip men and women of all ages to be on mission for God.
We enable opportunities for servant-leadership, intentional outreach, and
creative ministry.
Celebrating:
We appreciate the faith journey and diversity of all through innovative
worship and biblical education.
We build authentic relationships and enjoying freedom in Christ.
We create a place of community and fellowship.

7

Ibid.

http://trinityconyers.com. (accessed January 12, 2011.)
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Affirming:
We accept each and every person as a child of God.
We explore and utilize each individual's unique calling in Christ.
We cooperate with other Christian groups.
Trinity Baptist Church intentionally uses "inclusive" as one of the words to describe
itself. "Trinity Baptist Church was founded on the principle that each person, despite his
or her background or past or age, should be included in worship and in a life of vibrant,
Christ-centered faith."9 Trinity's pastor is Dr. Joe LaGuardia.
An Analysis and Interpretation of the Survey Results
Using the surveys found in Nancy Ammerman's Congregation and Community
and Steve deClaisse-Walford's Mission as Holistic Ministry™ as a template, the survey
was adapted for use with this Project Thesis. Central to the success of the survey, generic
questions related to church membership and participation, as well as to the broad theme
of hospitality, were crafted to create a non-confrontational questionnaire. Due to the often
controversial nature of hospitality in relation to the welcome and inclusion of LGBT
persons into congregational life, it was necessary to prepare a more expansive survey
instrument. The questions, therefore, moved from broad generalizations to very succinct
specifics. At the same time, however, attention was given to the length and breadth of the
survey in order to maximize the attention span of the respondents. The surveys were then
distributed to the active membership of the selected churches. The returned surveys were

http://trinityconyers.com/faq. (accessed January 12, 2011.)
"rslancy Tatom Ammerman, Congregation and Community (New Brunswick, NJ:
Rutgers University Press, 1997); Steve deClaisse-Walford, Mission as Holistic Ministry:
Developing a Congregational Ethos of Community Engagement (Macon, GA: Smyth and
Helwys Publishing, Inc., 2008).
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then collected and the raw data compiled into spreadsheet format. The spreadsheet
information was then outsourced to a company specializing in survey analysis. The
partners at the firm organized the material and prepared a statistical summary, "Biblical
Hospitality: Survey Findings 2010" with accompanying bullet points.11 The researcher
for the Project Thesis then took their analysis and formulated the interpretation included
in the "Interpretation" section of this chapter.
As has been stated, the hypothesis guiding the study was, "that hospitality, in its
radical biblical understanding, is challenging for most congregations, particularly when
the inclusion of LGBT persons becomes part of the conversation." In order to determine
the validity of this hypothesis, comprehensive surveys were distributed to three churches
that self-identified as Moderate to Progressive. Due to the sensitive nature of the topic, it
was considered essential to "bury," in as much as possible, the LGBT focus of the
project. This was accomplished by providing a broader questionnaire related to the
subject of hospitality—specifically, biblical hospitality. Since survey questions/answers
outside of the specifically LGBT focus of the study were largely a smokescreen to the
buried intent, responses to those questions are dealt with only superficially, except where
they appear to have direct correlation to a broader and deeper understanding of
hospitality, vis-a-vis the study.
In order to assure promised anonymity beyond simple identification that they
were participants in the study, each of these churches was randomly assigned a number
between one and three, and will subsequently be referred to as Church Number One,

See Appendices C and D.
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Church Number Two, and Church Number Three.12 It must be noted that this numerical
sequence is not reflective of the order of discussion of these churches described above.
As has been noted above, 110 surveys were distributed, and eighty-nine were
returned, a rate of 88%. A breakdown by church indicates that thirty-five surveys were
distributed in Church Number One, with twenty-five returned; twenty-five in Church
Number Two, with nineteen returned, and fifty in Church Number Three, with forty-five
returned.
One lapse in the surveys must be reported. In the printing and distribution
process, Church Number One failed to include page three of the survey, which asked the
most poignant questions related to the welcome and inclusion of LGBT persons. This
lapse means there is a lacuna in the data response section for that particular church. While
this gap is regrettable, it by no means reduces the validity of the data gathered in the other
fields of the survey (e.g., demographics, training, church description, church
organization, ministry foci, church and community, etc.), but it does, of course, impact
the depth of analysis of that particular aspect of the study and consequently, to some
degree, the implications derived.
Raw Data Analysis (Please refer to Appendix C):
1. Responses to questions about church involvement:
Question 1. By far, the largest number of respondents (66.3%) have lived in the
community for more than twenty years, and another 16.9% has lived in the area for ten to
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The churches were assured that the statistical findings from the surveys would
remain anonymous.
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nineteen years, meaning that a combined population (76, or 83.2%), has lived in the
community for more than ten years.
Question 2. Responses listed above reflect to some degree church attendance
numbers, with 61.8% reporting attendance at their church for more than ten years. If
church attendance for more than five years is added to the equation, then the number rises
to 80.9%.
Question 3. Responding to reasons why congregants remain involved in their
church, and despite the broad range of reasons offered (see Appendix A, Q. 3), the
majority (20%) responded "other." Although space was given for participants to write in
their reason, there was no consistency among respondents in this field. The next three
most prevalent responses were: The church's theological or religious orientation; church
social ministry/community outreach; I grow spiritually at this church.
2. Responses to questions about their church:
Question 4. As a group, responding to questions regarding training, respondents
indicated that they believed their church offered training in community or economic
development ministries (39.33%); Witnessing to non-Christians (24.72%); and Ministry
to the Homeless (20.22%), and these collective numbers are generally reflective of
individual church responses. One statistically significant standout in responses to
question four was Church Number Two, which also listed Race Reconciliation or CrossCultural relations as a training focus in their church (31.58%, versus 8% for Church
Number One, and 4.44% for Church Number Three).
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Question 5. Forty-nine percent of respondents overall believed their pastoral
leadership to be "hands off," 40% "hands on," and 9% did not respond. To be more
specific, Church Number One reported 68% "hands on," whereas Church Number Two
and Church Number Three reported 63.1% and 57.78% respectively "hands off."
Question 6. "Open to people from all walks of life" gained the largest number of
respondents, followed by "Compassionate" and "Cares for people outside the church"
respectively. Responses to this question are further discussed below.
Question 7. In general, adding the "excellent" to the "Good" responses to this
question indicate that each of the churches is doing a good job of managing the first five
of the various organizational issues listed, with results hovering above 70%. A different
picture emerges however at the lower end of the scale. "Empowering lay leadership to
manage outreach ministries" (item h) garners 65.7%; "Encouraging members to identify
ministry opportunities" (item f) manages 61.1%; "Dealing with disagreements and
conflicts" achieves 50.6% ; and "Cultivating people for leadership positions" earns
45.9% of the total responses.
Question 8. Appendix A indicates that there were eighteen sub-questions in the
section, intended to identify "ministry priorities" within the context of each congregation.
The results of the survey indicated that in general, all churches identified (at a greater
than 50% priority rating) that " Welcoming age, ethnic and or income diversity in the
church," "Hospitality," Making the facilities accessible to people who are differentlyabled," and "Sponsoring/providing social service ministries to meet basic need (food,
shelter) were important issues for the church. At the lowest end of the less-than-fifty-per-
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cent scale (i.e., those issues with the lowest priority) were "Sponsoring community
development programs," "Spreading the gospel through organized evangelism
programs," "Care and integration of immigrant families," and "Training members to
share their faith with friends and strangers."
Question 9. This question was intended to get a little closer to understanding
underlying individual motivations to ministry, specifically related to ministry as
"hospitality" (grading the reasons for practicing hospitality as a biblical teaching). As
with question eight, it had a significant subset of questions, in this case numbering
fourteen. The highest number of positive responses (95%), were to sub-question "a," with
respondents saying that "compassion for individuals in need" was what motivated them.
This was followed by "Showing thanks for what God has done for me" (85%); "Helps me
experience God in a deeper way" (79%); Obeying a sense of call or direction from God"
(75%); and, "I'm following the leadership of the Spirit" (75%). At the lowest end of the
respondent scale were, "Bringing persons served by hospitality ministries to the Christian
faith" (53%); "Bringing persons served by hospitality into the church as potential
members"(53%); "Doing what is expected by church leaders" (51%); "Helping make
society more just" (47%) and "I feel 'gifted' in this area" (32%).
Question 10.13 This question sought to understand why congregants had difficulty
in engaging hospitality ministries. The majority of respondents (29.63%) indicated that it
was because they were "too busy," while the second most cited response (22.22%) was
that the individual "did not feel gifted or called" (see above, question 9), and finally,
13
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17.3% answered "other," 11.1% cited "other" or "got burned out," 4.9% lived "too far
away," 2.5% "no one asked me," and 1.2%, "doesn't seem important."
Question 11. The purpose of this question was first to ask respondents the degree
to which they thought their congregation would accept people into their church based on
either what they knew about them, and/or their physical appearance, and second, how
they thought their congregation might respond to certain people participating in the
Lord's Supper, requesting membership in the church, and being elected a deacon of the
church.
To the first issue—acceptance in the church—the data contained in Appendix C
makes it very clear that "conventional" occupations and physical appearance are quite
acceptable, while those who appear outside the "norms" of convention are generally not
welcome in the churches studied. For example, a principal of a local high school or a vice
president of a local bank are most welcome (91.86% and 86.05% of respondents
respectively indicated the lowest resistance to such folk), whereas a male wearing a dress,
or a visitor dressed as a Muslim received the highest resistance (or, the lowest welcome),
at 42.35% and 20.24% respectively.
To the second issue, where people of the certain listed types might seek
participation or engagement with the church, respondents indicated the most resistance to
participation in the Lord's Supper to a male wearing a dress, a visitor dressed as a
Muslim, and a Buddhist who teaches yoga. Similarly, refusal of membership extended to
a male wearing a dress, a visitor dressed as a Muslim, and a tattooed female wearing a
Harley jacket. With regard to election to the Diaconate, respondents indicated the least

91
resistance to the principal of a local high school, vice president of a local bank, and a
person of different race (in that order), and the most resistance to a male wearing a dress,
and a person who is obviously homeless.
Question 12. This question was intended to discover the fundamental beliefs of
respondents with regard to the concept of biblical hospitality, but also included a subtext
of the question designed to discern orientation regarding hospitality, vis-a-vis sexual
orientation. Figure AA presents in table form both the questions from the survey and the
tabulated responses. The structure of the survey suggests that if the church is entirely
"hospitable," then not only should a response to question "e" (The love of Christ is
unconditional) be "agree entirely," the other responses should be similarly reflective of
that response. A glance at the table, which is presented in descending order from "Agree
Entirely," indicates that while there is agreement with the concept that Christ's love is
unconditional, the expression of "un-conditionality" is increasingly constricted as
respondents consider the extent of their understanding of the love of Jesus.
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1. From APPENDIX C, 115.
Figure AA
Biblical Hospitality Survey 2010 - Findings
Hospitality Beliefs
Agree

Agree

Disagree

Disagree

Entirely

Somewhat

Somewhat

Entirely

90.63%

1.56%

6.25%

1.56%

81.25%

15.63%

0.00%

3.13%

79.69%

17.19%

1.56%

1.56%

71.43%

22.22%

3.17%

3.17%

unlimited inclusiveness

63.33%

30.00%

5.00%

1.67%

d. The local church at its best is a diverse community of faith

60.94%

32.81%

4.69%

1.56%

57.81%

28.13%

10.94%

3.13%

54.84%

35.48%

6.45%

3.23%

43.33%

35.00%

16.67%

5.00%

12.90%

17.74%

32.26%

37.10%

with genetics or biology

6.78%

23.73%

33.90%

35.59%

n. 1 believe any form of homosexual behavior is a sin

3.33%

21.67%

26.67%

48.33%

3.13%

7.81%

29.69%

59.38%

1.61%

35.48%

41.94%

20.97%

Group Results - sorted by Agree Entirely
e. The love of Jesus Christ is unconditional
h. Christians should practice grace, tolerance, love,
forgiveness, and mercy to all persons
i. Christians should minister to all who are sick, hungry,
homeless, or otherwise needy
j . 1 believe that the local church shuold be an open and
inclusive community of believers
a. The story of Jesus as presented in the gospels is one of

g. Leadership positions in the church should be open to all
members regardless of sexual orientation
1. When 1 think of the Christian community offering
hospitality to everyone 1 am excited and hopeful, believing
that the church may become a reflection of Christ in the
world
c. People come in a wide variety of sexual orientations and
we are commanded to welcome them unconditionally
f. Christian ministry should be directed mainly to other
members of the Christian faith
m. Homosexuality is a lifestyle choice that has little to do

k. Providing hospitality requires only a short-term
commitment by an individual or the community of faith
b. Government is responsible for meeting the needs of the
poor
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Interpretation
Generally, the results of the survey instrument were not surprising, reflecting the
incongruity that exists when there is sensitivity to a particular issue, especially when that
issue is homosexuality. This divide becomes evident when responses to questions in
section II, "Questions about your church, are compared to the results from Section IV,
"Questions about your beliefs." Not surprisingly when speaking in general terms about
welcome and inclusion, such as in response to Question 6n, "Open to people from all
walks of life," the response to "agree entirely" was at 58% for the group, favorable to
openness and inclusion (although Church Number Three's response was a low 33%
agreement). When the discussion about hospitality as inclusiveness is presented as a
general principle, there is a high level of consensus that churches should be places that
welcome everyone. This consensus was reflected, for example, in responses to questions
in Section IV, "Questions About Your Beliefs: Measuring Hospitality," which consisted
of fourteen statements which gave four options from "Agree Entirely" to "Disagree
Entirely" (see Figure AA) Responses to this section provided the most revealing part of
the survey, with certain questions/responses offering the most clarity. These were
questions that specifically addressed beliefs in terms of "measuring hospitality," though
not necessarily specifically addressed to the issue of the welcome and inclusion of LGBT
persons. Perhaps the most interesting response was Statement "e" regarding the response
to "the love of Christ Jesus is unconditional." As was noted in the raw data analysis
above, the responses varied from 100% in one congregation to 86% in another in the
"agree entirely" category. In responding to Statement "h," "Christians should practice
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grace, tolerance, love, forgiveness, and mercy to all persons," the responses to "agree
entirely" ranged from 94% to 75%. These results, especially when combined with the
results from Section II (discussed above) indicate a high probability that the studied
congregations will exercise high receptivity to the practice of radical biblical hospitality,
but that conclusion is severely tempered by responses to Statements "d," "The local
church at its best is a diverse community of faith, and "c," "People come in a wide
variety of sexual orientations and we are commanded to welcome them unconditionally."
To the former, Question "d," responses to "agree entirely" went from 55% in one
congregation to 73% in another; to Statement "c," the responses in "agree entirely" went
from 43% to 44%. Clearly, while there is high agreement to the concept of unconditional
love and the exercise of Christian characteristics, such agreement shifts rapidly when
respondents are forced to consider the ramifications of practical applications.
With further reference to responses to the Section IV statements, between the high
agreement response to the concept of radical biblical hospitality and the low agreement
response when it came to practical application, there is a "grey" area of ambivalence. For
example, responding to Statement "g," "Leadership positions in the church should be
open to all members regardless of sexual orientation," the responses went from 42% to
64%) in the "entirely agree" category, and in responding to Statement "1," "When I think
of the Christian community offering hospitality to everyone I am excited and hopeful,
believing that the church may become a reflection of Christ in the world," the results
ranged from 50% to 67% in the "entirely agree" category. In each of the statement
categories, many of the responses were in the "Agree Somewhat" and "Disagree
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Somewhat" range, indicating a high level of diversity around the various statements. The
combined responses can be seen in Appendix C.
In terms of opinions regarding sexual orientation, the responses were quite varied.
There was significant diversity in response to Statement "m" (homosexuality is a lifestyle
choice that has little to do with genetics or biology), Statement "n" (I believe any form of
homosexual behavior is a sin), and "c" (People come in a wide variety of sexual
orientations and we are commanded to welcome them unconditionally), though most
respondents tended to lean toward a scientific disposition rather than the traditional
theological response. The divide between high agreement with the concept of radical
biblical hospitality and hesitation in (and even resistance to) its application within a given
congregation is not limited to consideration of LGBT issues alone. It occurs when
specific examples of persons are presented, individuals who could perhaps be described
as people on the margins. In these instances the responses are much less enthusiastic and
it is apparent that a high level of discomfort was associated with these individuals.
Section III, Question 11 introduces a variety of persons, and the intention here was to
examine respondent attitudes towards, for example, a high-school principal (lib), the
vice president of a local bank (1 Id), a male wearing a dress (1 lg), a visitor dressed as a
Muslim (1 lj), and so forth. As may be anticipated, congregations were very receptive
toward persons considered "normal," especially if that normality included some prestige
value in the individual's occupation. Ninety-one percent of respondents indicated a high
degree of acceptance toward a principal of a local high school, 86% toward a bank vice
president, and 77% toward a person of a different race. As the perceived "qualities" of

individuals declined, so did the level of acceptance toward them. The highest degree of
resistance was toward a male wearing a dress (42% resisting, 40% neutral, 18%
accepting), followed by a visitor dressed as a Muslim (20% resisting, 50%> neutral, 30%>
accepting), and a same-sex couple (14% resisting, 40% neutral, 46%) accepting).
One result of this study is an understanding that, at least in the churches studied,
the issue of homosexuality is still a fluid one and, therefore, continues to be potentially
divisive in terms of the ways that people understand this issue and how they view the
inclusion of LGBT persons into their congregational life. There simply is no clear
consensus that will allow for a specific decision regarding the matter. This leaves no real
solution for these congregations other than to maintain status quo for the foreseeable
future. A "don't ask, don't tell" perspective seems to be the only viable option unless and
until there is a change in perceptions around this issue. It is also apparent from the
responses that achieving consensus within these congregations on this matter would be
nearly impossible.
An intriguing and insightful observation gleaned from the survey results, beyond
the challenges presented by the congregational homosexual debate, i.e., the welcome and
inclusion of persons of LGBT orientation, is that the broader a church's theological
diversity, the less likely the congregation can reach consensus about specific issues. The
data suggests that a process toward Open and Affirming or Welcoming and Affirming
would not be an option in these congregations in their present makeup. Although the
survey was not designed to measure congregational theological diversity and its impact
on specific decision making in a local church, the results of the survey point toward the

conclusion that the more varied the viewpoints within a congregation, the more
challenging reaching consensus becomes.14 Each of the churches surveyed claims to
value highly theological diversity as a foundational principle and an identifying feature
and there is clearly a broad spectrum of opinion when the issue of homosexuality is
raised.16 At least with this particular issue, finding resolution would clearly be a difficult,
if not impossible, achievement. If this specific issue is any indication, it can be reasoned
that there must be a degree of theological conformity within a congregation in order to
achieve a formal agreement on this or any other significant and/or controversial issue.
The case can be made that this phenomenon could be applied to any weighty issue
confronting these kinds of congregations, particularly if these issues in any way
threatened the unity of the church. The goal of many moderate to progressive churches is
unity in the midst of diversity. This is a noble goal up to the point that it prohibits the
congregation from engaging in ministry or proclaiming its prophetic witness. This is
certainly not to suggest that theological conformity should be the goal of any
congregation. The ultimate and unfortunate result of this kind of narrow thinking is what
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See Chapter Five, 100-102, "Future Study." A broader survey dealing with
issues such as the Bible, the environment, (particularly climate change, i.e., global
warming), hymnal selection, inclusive language, just/peace, universalism, etc., along with
homosexuality, would provide a better indication of the veracity of the argument.
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See Appendix C, 7, "Welcoming Diversity," response "f."
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See Appendix C, 12, "Hospitality Beliefs," responses "d," "c," "m," and "n."
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leads to horrific events like the Jonestown massacre with Jim Jones' infamous Kool-Aide
elixir.17
Summary
One of the challenges of this study was crafting survey questions that would
clarify the issues while not prejudicing the respondents. This was a formidable task
because of the subject matter, hospitality, as it relates to the welcome and inclusion of
LGBT persons and the stereotypes associated with these individuals. In order to elicit
1 R

clear responses, types of individuals were chosen that revealed an obvious bias. In
fairness to the respondents these examples clearly meet the criteria for persons who
would be described at best as outside of the mainstream within a typical congregational
context. Prior to the study no other means had been identified by which to get clearly
measurable data. At the same time, however, the information gleaned from the answers is
a reminder that appearances do affect human interaction and response and that
stereotyping, though dangerous, is a very real part of the human psyche. The nature of the
survey aspect of the Project Thesis was to measure congregational receptivity and how
these churches understand hospitality as the welcome and inclusion of others. This is
where the study transcends the specific issue of homosexuality and the Church and the
welcome and inclusion of LGBT persons into local congregational life. Part of the
survival mechanisms inherent in the human species is derived from the comfort level
For information about the Jonestown massacre, led by founding cult leader
James Warren "Jim" Jones on November 18, 1978, see en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jim_Jones.
(accessed January 12, 2011.)
1 Q

A male wearing a dress; Visitor dressed as a Muslim; Same sex couple; A
tattooed female wearing a Harley jacket; A Buddhist who teaches yoga.
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established among individuals and groups. In this regard, the risks associated with
hospitality are the same today as they were centuries ago. Will either party experience
harm because of chance encounters between peoples who might not understand one
another and are thus not in a position to trust one another?
Clearly hospitality, in its radical biblical sense—and despite the
biblical/theological requirement that it be exercised and assuming congregational
agreement with the concept—becomes extremely problematic when converting theory
into action within a specific congregation. While there seems to be fundamental
agreement with the concept, and while moderate to progressive churches would probably
applaud and support its full implementation within other congregations, "we" (meaning
the observing congregation) "are not quite ready for that at this time."

CHAPTER FIVE
CONCLUSIONS
Some General Observations
With the exception of one church missing a page of the survey instrument, as
mentioned in the fourth chapter, the Project Thesis overall accomplished its intended
purpose. The survey results show the difficulty inherent when churches are confronted
with specific instances of the welcome and inclusion of individuals against a general
principle of hospitality as prescribed by the biblical narrative. The survey illustrates the
way in which moderate to progressive churches tend to relate to the issue of
homosexuality and the Church and how LGBT persons are (and are not) welcomed into
the life of local congregations.
One of the concerns of a survey of this type is the honesty of the respondents. It is
very tempting for respondents to provide answers that reflect what the respondent believe
to be the "right" answers or assumes is the preferred answer within their local parish as
opposed to answers that reflect the reality within their particular congregation. Based on
the results of the surveys, it is apparent that there is a high degree of integrity in the
responses. The survey clearly reveals the disconnect, the dichotomy that exists between a
general acceptance of everyone into a church's membership and the particular welcome
of individuals whose appearance or lifestyle would be considered outside of the
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mainstream within that local church. It is easier to embrace generalizations as opposed to
specific examples.
In fairness to the churches chosen for the survey, and in hindsight, the instrument
lacked, ironically, questions about the majority of LGBT persons who could be described
as mainstream or moderate. At the same time, however, it would be difficult at best to
portray these individuals in a survey of this kind. Nothing in their appearance gives away
their sexual orientation. In the Project Thesis the survey used examples of individuals
whose appearance would probably be a shock to many congregants.1 These types of
individuals were chosen in an attempt to achieve clarity regarding the goal of the survey,
pushing respondents to consider LGBT issues as an "in your face" consideration. Lacking
these extreme examples gathering a measurable response would have been challenging. It
is important to remember that most LGBT persons have no distinguishing physical
characteristics and that the majority of these individuals prefer to blend into the
mainstream of society.
Concerns
One of the dangers in a study of this kind is generalizations. In this study that
danger is present in both the congregations being surveyed and the particular people
group that is at the heart of the study. In fact, part of the difficulty in a study of this kind
is that a particular people group is singled out for analysis. The anxiety that exists among
churches as they encounter the possibility of having to deal with issues of radical
hospitality, i.e., the welcoming and inclusion of LGBT persons into their congregational
A male wearing a dress; Visitor dressed as a Muslim; Same sex couple; A
tattooed female wearing a Harley jacket; A Buddhist who teaches yoga.
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life, is still a major consideration. For at least the time being, the matter of inclusion of
LGBT persons will remain a simmering issue in congregational life, and will continue to
be a source of conflict within local churches, particularly those whose diversity would
inhibit them from making clear and proactive decisions regarding individuals of LGBT
orientations.
It must be acknowledged that this project only scratched the surface of
"receptivity" both in terms of the amount of the biblical material presented and the
congregations analyzed in terms of ancient hospitality as radical welcome and inclusion.
There are many more texts from both the Hebrew and Christian scriptures that speak
directly to the "gathering of others," the embracing of those usually refused admittance
into the household of faith. Many more churches could have been surveyed regarding
their orientation to radical hospitality, vis-a-vis the LGBT segment of society. But a
larger corpus of research material could not be included in the study because of the
prescribed length of the Doctor of Ministry Project Thesis. In terms of the survey
instrument, there are certainly many more questions and many more issues that relate to
homosexuality and the Church, but due to the limitations of this particular study the
parameters were intentionally narrow in scope.
An Unexpected Discovery and Future Study Potential
One of the unexpected results of the congregational surveys was a broader
discovery regarding theological diversity and congregational identity. The data indicates
that one directly informs or impacts the other. A future study of the ways that theological
diversity affects congregational identity might offer insight into how moderate to
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progressive churches can better achieve their mission and ministries.2 Both Israel Galindo
and Victor Hunter affirm that healthy churches establish and nurture clear identities and
that these identities are formed around specific ecclesiological and/or theological
concepts.3 It can be argued that the broader the diversity within a congregation the more
challenging it becomes to reach consensus, creating the potential for a catatonic crisis that
reveals itself in the inability to make decisions about significant issues, especially if those
issues are controversial in nature. How do churches affirm diversity while making clear
choices? Does ecclesiological and/or theological diversity negatively impact the potential
for prophetic witness, particularly on the hot-button issues of social justice? This study
seems to indicate that there are inherent challenges when broad diversity meets specific
issues. At the least, it is clear that clergy of moderate to progressive churches who stress
diversity as their main identifying feature are presented with very real challenges in terms
of congregational theological education. They must be even more intentional about
teaching their congregants to think theologically in order to better equip parishioners to
make the best decisions regarding their local church.
In order to better understand the moderate to progressive ethos, some background
reading about the "radical middle" is helpful. The "radical middle" is an idea that
emerged out of the United Methodist Church, but has become broader in conversation.
See Adam Hamilton, Seeing Gray in a Black and White World: Thoughts on Religion,
Morality, and Politics (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2008). In the Introduction, Hamilton
raises the question, "Are Jerry Falwell and John Shelby Spong Our Only Options?"
Also see S. Mark Heim, "Recruiting the Radical Middle," Theology Today 39, No. 4
(January 1983): 413. Heim says, "My operative definition of a moderate is one who
cannot help seeing and partially identifying with the other side of every question. This is
a capacity much honored and commended in the breach . . . . "
Israel Galindo, The Hidden Lives of Congregations (Herndon, VA: The Alban
Institute, 2004), 115. Victor L. Hunter, Desert Hearts and Healing Fountains: Gaining
Pastoral Vocational Clarity (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2003), 7.
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A Frank Discussion of Homosexuality
As further discovery and awareness regarding the biology and genetics of sexual
orientation among various creatures, and particularly in human beings, comes to light,
traditionally held societal and theological myths about sexuality no longer suffice in this
post-modern, post-scientific age. Long-held prejudices and deeply-layered stereotypes are
being obliterated in light of the vast amount of unfolding knowledge continuing to inform
what John Shelby Spong refers to in his writings as "space-age people."4 Not surprisingly
it has been and continues to be the Church that perpetuates these pre-scientific
viewpoints, holding fast to the last vestiges of a human sexuality paradigm that no longer
can be rationally sustained as a viable faith-based belief. Understanding human sexuality
in light of scientific evidence completely alters the traditional theological view that
homosexuality is either sinful or deviant, or both.5 The challenge to the Church of the

John Shelby Spong, Born of a Woman: A Bishop Rethinks the Birth of Jesus
(San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1992), 10. This is a phrase used frequently in
Spong's writings.
^Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, On Legal Recognition of Homosexual Unions: The
Church Cannot Approve Deviant Behavior (Ratzinger Report:
http://www.ratzingerreport.com/documents/homosexual_unions.html, (accessed
December 21, 2010). Cardinal Ratzinger, who became Pope Benedict XVI, says, ". . .
Marriage is holy, while homosexual acts go against the natural moral law. Homosexual
acts 'close the sexual act to the gift of life. They do not proceed from a genuine affective
and sexual complementarity. Under no circumstances can they be approved."'
"Sacred Scripture condemns homosexual acts 'as a serious depravity...(cf. Rom 1:24-27;
1 Cor 6:10; I Tim 1:10). This judgment of Scripture does not of course permit us to
conclude that all those who suffer from this anomaly are personally responsible for it, but
it does attest to the fact that homosexual acts are intrinsically disordered'. This same
moral judgment is found in many Christian writers of the first centuries and is
unanimously accepted by Catholic Tradition."
".. . The homosexual inclination is however 'objectively disordered' and homosexual
practices are 'sins gravely contrary to chastity.'" (accessed January 12, 2011).
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twenty-first century is whether or not it will embrace these discoveries much in the same
way it was forced to embrace the theories of Copernicus, Darwin, Galileo, Newton,
Freud, and Einstein, theories that are now considered scientific fact long having been
proven through volumes of empirical data. As new discoveries continue to expand the
horizons of accessible knowledge about the mysteries of the human creature and human
life, narrow opinions based on ill-informed pre-scientific data will continue to abate
replaced by relevant viewpoints developed through an ever-expanding consciousness and
deeper understandings.
At the same time, it must be acknowledged that, as the core of the Church's
theological development and sustainability, the Bible is the foundational and central
document that connects the ongoing faith story of present-day Christians with the faithful
characterized in the old, old story. The Bible should in no way be dismissed as irrelevant
even though it cannot address many contemporary issues, including homosexuality. On
face value, the ancient scriptures do not present homosexual acts in a positive light.
Homosexuality, as it was understood by the biblical writers and editors, was considered
deviant and depraved, an abomination against God. Of course these same writers and
editors of the biblical narrative were not privy to current studies and their findings, nor
would they have had any concept of homosexuality as a covenantal relationship between
two committed and consenting adults. In the Bible homosexual acts are always shown to
be abusive or as a means of deterring procreation. They are never portrayed as mutually

6

For an analysis of the way these scientist's theories impacted the biblical
narrative, see John Shelby Spong, Liberating the Gospels: Reading the Bible with Jewish
Eyes (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1996), 6-12.
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affirming, life-sharing, and loving relationship because this kind of intimacy simply
would not have been on the writers' and editors' radar.
Many churches today have embraced an alternative response to the issue of
homosexuality and the Church. Their approach has been one of welcome and the full
inclusion of Lesbian, Gay, Bi-sexual, and Transgender (LGBT) persons into the life of
the congregation, in what might well be termed "radical hospitality." They have
immersed themselves fully in a process of discovery, carrying out listening sessions,
conducting congregational surveys, inquiring of other congregations that have engaged
the issue, and participating in studies that engage both the Bible and the latest scientific
research. The result of their unique journeys has led them to embrace these individuals,
believing them to have been created by God exactly as they have discovered themselves
to be sexually.
Part of the difficulty of these various studies has been to develop or discover a
biblical hermeneutic that transcends the nine specific, but often contextually obscure,
texts that address, or at least mention, homosexual acts.7 Usually addressing other issues,
these texts have traditionally been used to settle the question of sin and homosexuality.
Perhaps a new biblical hermeneutic is needed to aide in the conversation and that is a part
of the purpose of the research aspect of this thesis. The theme of ancient Near Eastern
hospitality, as it developed from a specific event in Genesis 18 with Abraham and Sarah
at the oaks of Mamre, provides a template of welcome and inclusion that permeates the
biblical narrative—Hebrew and Christian scriptures alike. A study of these kinds of texts,
7

See Gen 19; Judg 19; Lev 18:22 and 20:13; Rom 1:21, 26, 27; 2 Pet 2:6; Jude 1:7
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texts that provide an alternative approach to Bible study that is more positive and
inclusive, revealing the way that the ancient practice of hospitality welcomed
marginalized individuals into the household of faith,8 is an approach remains faithful to
the Bible, yet allows for a healthier and more holistic hermeneutic.
In the end, it is hoped that further studies of congregational orientation toward
LGBT members of society, further contextual understanding of biblical texts, and further
education to narrow the gap between the two, will ultimately result in the full and
unquestioned integration of the LGBT segment of society—and, indeed, all of the socalled "marginalized"—into the life of mainstream churches. To that end, it is the hope
and prayer that this study has made a significant and lasting contribution.

Tor example, see Gen 18; Jonah; Ruth; Acts 8:26-40; Acts 10:1-43; Matt 25:3146

POSTSCRIPT
Some Additional Musings from the Study
The Southern Baptist Convention: A Denominational Example
In some ways this phenomenon of the challenges inherent in balancing diversity
and identity can be seen at work in the fundamentalist takeover of the Southern Baptist
Convention that consumed the denomination during the 1980s. In defense of the myth of
the inerrancy and infallibility of the Bible, fundamentalists were able to rally support
around an issue that galvanized their constituency. Moderates chose the path of
theological diversity which failed to garner the passion and support needed to match the
opposition. Moderates lost every election from 1979 through the 1980s, many in landslide fashion because there simply was not enough energy around their cause. By having
a specific message, an identity clearly defined and articulated, and staying on point,
fundamentalists won at the polls and eventually gained permanent control of what was
considered an impenetrable denominational fortress. The final outcome of the struggle
had nothing to do with the integrity of the fundamentalists' cause or the merits of what
they sought to accomplish. They simply had a clearly articulated identity combined with
a well-defined focus and purpose. The more unified the opinion around an issue, the
easier it is to galvanize individuals around that issue and for that issue to find resolution.1

For more information about the Southern Baptist Convention controversy, see
Nancy Tatom Ammerman, Baptist Battles: Social Change and Religious Conflict in the
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First Congregational United Church of Christ: A Local Congregational Example
A final word must be said about one of the churches that participated in the
surveys, First Congregational United Church of Christ, Big Timber, Montana, because of
a distinctive feature within that congregation that not only separates it from the other two
churches that took part, but serves as a clear example of the way that broad theological
diversity within a congregation can inhibit or prevent that church from making difficult
decisions. In fact, this church might provide the quintessential example of this
phenomenon. In the late 1990s or early 2000s, the church's pastor reached out to some of
the more liberal members of the Big Timber community. These individuals tended to be
Unitarian theologically and/or lesbian in their sexual orientation. Many of these persons
began attending First Congregational and joined the church, feeling very much at home in
a United Church of Christ congregation because of its liberal theology and it stands for
social justice, and in particular, its stand on homosexuality and the Church.
Unfortunately, sexual orientation got confused with religious orientation and many
congregants, on both sides of the issue, were not able to differentiate between the two.

Southern Baptist Convention (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1990). Joe
Edward Barnhart, The Southern Baptist Holy War: The Self-destructive Struggle for
Power within the Largest Protestant Denomination in America (Austin, TX: Texas
Monthly Press, 1986). Grady C. Cothen, What Happened to the Southern Baptist
Convention? A Memoir of the Controversy (Macon, GA: Smyth and Helwys Publishing,
1993). Bill J. Leonard, God's Last and Only Hope: The Fragmentation of the Southern
Baptist Convention (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1990).
Paul Pressler, A Hill on Which to Die: One Southern Baptist's Journey Nashville:
Broadman and Holman Publishers, 1999). Walter B. Shurden, ed., The Struggle for the
Soul of the SBC: Moderate Responses to the Fundamentalist Movement (Macon, GA:
Mercer University Press, 1993).
No one is quite certain how the church came to be a part of the United Church of
Christ and there is still unresolved animosity around this relationship.
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While these Lesbian individuals were warmly welcomed into the life of the church, the
church had never engaged in an intentional process toward welcoming LGBT persons
beyond the perfunctory and generic "everyone is welcome" propaganda to which most, if
not all, churches benignly ascribe. Everything was fine until, in the mid 2000s, the church
called a person openly lesbian as its interim minister. Neither the church, nor this very
small and tight-knit town, was ready for the fallout that accompanied this questionable
decision. Many long-time members left the church and the residual after-shocks are still
being felt today. The church is now known as the "gay church" by many of the residents
of Big Timber and this moniker is probably permanent. It seems that the only real option
now available to the congregation is to go ahead and embrace this identity in order to
remove the proverbial elephant in the room. The deed is done and there is no going back
to a former day. The problem with that solution, however, is that because of the church's
broad theological diversity, this is not a viable option now or in the immediate future. A
fair question to raise while considering this phenomenon is, "Does broad theological
diversity within a congregation inevitably become or devolve into ecclesiological
schizophrenia?" At its best congregational diversity reveals a wonderful tapestry woven
together creating a harmonious community, a melting pot of individuals whose beliefs,
vision, and missional goals for the church all come together supporting a common cause.
At its worst, congregational diversity is reduced to a "catch all" assemblage of persons
constituting a membership of congregants who are in such disharmony that they cannot
make the significant decisions necessary to propel the church into a promising and
productive future. The present situation at First Congregational, unfortunately, makes the
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church appear ambivalent and non-proactive, a sure and certain recipe for failure. The
church has been publicly labeled with an identity that it refuses to embrace. Status quo is
not an option for a congregation that has lost many members because this reality got
retrofitted onto its ecclesiology. Not surprisingly, the lesbian members who still attend
the church are frustrated by the overall response of the congregation, which refuses to
engage in a process of dialogue and discovery that might lead to the church becoming
Open and Affirming. As was proven by the United States' failed policy that was recently
overturned (December, 2010), "Don't Ask, Don't Tell" does not work!
An Interesting Phenomenon
Another potential study that is still awaiting exploration, particularly from
churches in the so-called "Bible Belt," is the disconnect found in the theology and
ecclesiology of many LGBT persons, particularly among gay men. In many instances,
these individuals have steadfastly held to a literal biblical hermeneutic except when the
texts pertain specifically to homosexual acts. Due to their specific sexual orientation, a
very real part of their human experience, they have been able to work through this issue
in very tangible ways and are, therefore, in touch with the limitations of those particular
texts. In fact, it is their unique human experience that enables them to demythologize
these specific biblical texts that directly address homosexual acts. Unfortunately, these
individuals are unable to apply the same standard to other texts within the biblical
narrative, and thus defend many of the narrow interpretations of scripture that defined
their formative years. Somewhere in this strange dynamic is a study that needs
exploration because it would be another beneficial tool for congregations that engage
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processes toward the welcome and inclusion of LGBT persons. In the short term,
however, this is a potential situation that churches considering such processes need to be
aware. Ignorance regarding this particular phenomenon can be extremely detrimental to
local congregations and their clergy. This idea, or course, can also be applied to persons
from the far left or liberal theological spectrum as well.
Another way of describing this phenomenon is in terms of a broader societal
perspective impacting churches and is, perhaps, the real root of the issue. It is the
"modern" vs. "post-modern conversations that are now taking place, the dramatic
ecclesial shifts in American Christianity that have accompanied the Church as it has
embraced the twenty-first century. Sometimes referred to as "post-denominational,"
"post-Christian," or "postmodern," this new age of enlightenment is a threat to those who
hold fast to traditional forms and values. In terms of LGBT persons, it might be argued
that because they were once mostly unwelcome in the majority of churches within
mainline and evangelical denominations, a wholly disenfranchised and marginalized
people, they now desire to experience congregational life in what is now a bygone era.
Many churches continued on an evolutionary continuum ecclesiologically, while this
segment of society remained static because of their exclusion during this former time.
These individuals long for an ecclesial experience that reflects what might be described
as the Camelot days of the late twentieth century. Describing this sea change taking place
in Christendom, Diana Butler Bass declares,
Wherever we are on this timeline of change, however, we all know the relentless
anxiety of living with massive cultural transformation. Of this, sociologist
Zygmunt Bauman says, "One can think of postmodern life as one lived in a city in
which traffic is daily re-routed and street names are liable to be changed without
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notice." I once heard author Phyllis Tickle remark, "Postmodern, post-Christian,
post-Protestant, and Postdenominational. What do all these posts mean? That we
know where we have been but that we have no idea where we are going!"3
Bass cites one minister who declared, "We were in a different time in this country and a
different time in the church."4 Adding, "that time . . . is gone," it is a poignant reminder
that the Church now navigates the uncharted waters of "staying Christian in a posteverything world."5 Perhaps in the larger scheme of things, to use a clinical pastoral term
as a metaphor, because of the anxiety and reactivity to this specific issue, the inclusion of
LGBT persons into the lives of congregations, these individuals might be described as the
"identified patient" within the broader scope of a constantly changing ecclesiological
environment.6 It is not necessarily that a church might reject outright LGBT persons as
members, but that the real issue is that their theological/ecclesiological orientation makes
them less than a good fit for that particular church. The LGBT person is defined as the
"identified patient" because of a broader perceived skepticism about their sexuality in
relation to their inclusion within a congregation, though in actuality the real issue is that
their theology or ecclesiology is incongruent with the church they have chosen. In theory,
the church very well could be a very welcoming, hospitable place for all persons.
Diana Butler Bass, Christianity for the Rest of Us: How the Neighborhood
Church is Transforming the Faith (San Francisco: HarperCollins Publishers, 2006), 22.
4

Ibid.

5

Ibid., 22-23.

Edwin H. Friedman, Generation to Generation: Family Process in Church and
Synagogue (New York: The Guilford Press, 1985), 19-20. "The concept of the identified
patient... is that the family member with the obvious symptom is to be seen not as the
'sick one' but as the one in whom the family's stress or pathology has surfaced," 19.

APPENDIX A

HOSPITALITY SURVEY
Dear Friend in Christ:
Grace and peace to you!
I am undertaking a study of a particular aspect of congregational
ministry—hospitality—from the perspective of the Hebrew and Christian
scriptures and contemporary trends.
For the purpose of this research, biblical hospitality is understood as
inclusiveness without reservation or stipulation. It is especially concerned
with "the least of these," the marginalized and disenfranchised persons
who are often neglected by the mainstream of society. In the contemporary
Church, this issue is often galvanized around the acceptance or inclusion
of lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgendered (LGBT) persons into the life of
the local congregation. The biblical studies for this research are based on
those documents and the writings of scholars in those areas. For
engaging a continuing dialogue around what is often a controversial and
complex issue and for fostering a better contemporary understanding, I
need input from what I am terming postmodern congregations. Your
particular church has been selected for study because part of your stated
identity is that you are identified as "moderate " to "progressive." The
fundamental purpose of this questionnaire is to provide an improved
understanding of people like you, your church, and your church's
ministries, so that we may understand better how to increase the
effectiveness of the wider Church. Your answers will be anonymous; do
not write your name on the survey. Please return your completed
document as soon as possible. Each church participating in the survey will
be named in the project thesis, though the survey results of each church
will not be revealed. This will assure at least a certain measure of
congregational anonymity.
I hope that you enjoy filling out this questionnaire and reflecting on your
church and its ministries. Your response is very important, because you
are the only one who can tell me about your unique opinions and
activities, and give us clues to expanding the Realm of God through the
activities of churches and congregations across the country, and around
the world.
Thank you very much for your participation!
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Instructions.
1. The survey is anonymous - please do not write your name on it!
2. The survey is intended to reflect an INDIVIDUAL, not a family. (Each adult
family member is invited to complete a survey of their own.)
3. Please answer the questions in the order they appear - don't "skip ahead" and
then come back.
4. Please read each question and the listed possible answers before selecting a
response.
5. In the instances where you are asked to pick a number in a range to indicate
whether you agree with one statement more than anothevplease circle only one
number, e.g. Correct 1 2 ( V ) 4 5 6 Incorrect 1 2(^3 4J) 5 6
6. Where responses need to be written in, please write clearly, and as concisely as
possible.
7. Finally, please remember your church was selected for survey because of the way
things are in your church, NOT the way you wish things were. So, please be as
accurate as possible in your answers.
Please return completed survey to the church office as soon as possible

I. QUESTIONS ABOUT YOUR INVOLVEMENT WITH THE CHURCH
1. HOW LONG HAVE YOU LIVED IN THIS AREA?

1 • Less than one year

2D 2-4years

3D 5-9 years

4D 10-19 years 5 • 20+ years

2. HOW LONG HAVE YOU BEEN ATTENDING THIS CHURCH?

1 • Less than one year 2 • Two to five years

3D Six to ten years 4D More than ten years

3. PLEASE INDICATE THE SINGLE MAIN REASON YOU REMAIN INVOLVED WITH YOUR CHURCH ( MARK
ONE RESPONSE ONLY)
a
c.
e.
g.
i.
k.

Church social ministry/community outreach
I grow spiritually at this church
The church reaches non-Christians with the Gospel
The church is committed to promoting social justice
Church evangelistic program
Other (please write in your reason)

b. _
d._
f. _
h..
j. _

_The church's denominational affiliation
. I feel the presence of the Spirit in this church
_ I feel this church is under the leadership of Jesus
Opportunities to do ministry
_The Church's theological or religious orientation

II. QUESTIONS ABOUT YOUR CHURCH
4. DOES YOUR CHURCH OFFER TRAINING IN THE FOLLOWING AREAS? (Check all that apply)
1D Witness to non-Christians
2 D Diversity training

5 D Community or economic
development ministries
6 D Race reconciliation or
cross cultural relations
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3 D Social Justice issues

7 D Peaceful demonstration/
passive resistance

4D Ministry to the homeless

8D OTHER

5.
WOULD YOU SAY THAT THE PASTORAL LEADERSHD? IN YOUR CHURCH IS HANDS ON (ENGAGED IN
ALL THE MINISTRIES OF THE CHURCH) OR HANDS OFF (ALLOWS LAY MEMBERS AND LEADERS A FREE
HAND IN ORGANIZING AND MANAGING FUNCTIONS SUCH AS COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT.)?

1D Hands On
6.

2D Hands Off

BELOW IS A LIST OF WORDS OR PHRASES THAT MIGHT BE USED TO DESCRIBE A CHURCH. ON
E A C H L I N E , PLEASE CIRCLE A SINGLE NUMBER FROM 1 TO 6 ACCORDING TO HOW MUCH YOU
THINK EACH PHRASE DESCRIBES YOUR CHURCH.

Very much describes this
church

Does not at all describe this
church

a.

Traditional in worship.

b.

Contemporary in worship

2

3

4

5

c.

Likeafamily

2

3

4

5

d.

An agent for social change

2

3

4

5

e.

Refuge for members

2

3

4

5

f.

Evangelistic

2

3

4

5

9-

Empowering

2

3

4

5

h.

Respected by other churches and the community.

2

3

4

5

Compassionate

2

3

4

5

Community partner

2

3

4

5
5

1

Cares for people outside the church

2

3

4

Tries hard to live up to gospel principles

2

3

4

5

m.

A spiritually vital and alive community

2

3

4

5

n.

Open to people from all walks of life

2

3

4

5

HOW WOULD YOU RATE HOW YOUR CHURCH DEALS WITH THE FOLLOWING ORGANIZATIONAL ISSUES?
Excellent Good Fair Poor Not Sure

a.

Keeping people informed about the various ministry groups and opportunities

•

D

•

•

•

b.

Keeping people informed of community outreach needs

•

•

•

•

•

c.

Giving people opportunities to make input into decisions affecting the church.

•

D

D

D

D

d.

Dealing with disagreements and conflicts

D

D

•

•

D

e.

Cultivating people for leadership positions

•

D

•

•

D

f.

Encouraging members to identify ministry opportunities

D

•

D

•

D

gh.

Involving people in the church's various ministries

•

D

D

•

D

Empowering lay leadership to manage outreach ministries

•

•

•

•

'

•
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8. PLEASE IDENTIFY THE PRIORITY YOU BELIEVE YOUR CONGREGATION PLACES ON
EACH OF THE FOLLOWING MINISTRIES:
a Outreach and ministry to people who do not attend church
b

Hospitality to the local community

c

Sponsoring/providing social service ministries to meet basic needs (food, shelter)

d Care and integration of immigrant families
e Spreading the gospel through organized evangelism programs
f

Welcoming age, ethnic, and/or income diversity in the church

g Aggressively promoting social/political change through community organizing or advocacy
h Sponsoring community development programs (e g job training)
i

Training members to share their faith with friends and strangers

j

Giving emergency assistance to persons in crisis (e g help with rent)

k

Financially aiding denominational or other agencies' ministry programs

I

Working with youth to help them develop values and life skills

Networking with local nonprofits, civic groups and other churches

q Promoting member ministry to the hungry, homeless, etc
r

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

•
•
•

D

•

•

•
•
•

•
•
•

•

D

D

D

D
D

D

D

Making the facilities accessible for people who are differently-abled

o Welcoming people of varied sexual orientations
p

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

D

m Educating the church on social concerns
n

1 High 2 Medium 3 Low
priority priority priority

Providing health programs - Parish nurse, fitness classes, weight loss programs, "step" programs
for addictions (e g nicotine, drugs, gambling)

D

D

•

D
D

•
•
•

D

•

D
D

•

D

III. QUESTIONS ABOUT YOUR C H U R C H AND I T ' S C O M M U N I T Y
INVOLVEMENT
PLEASE THINK ABOUT THE IDEA OF HOSPITALITY, WHETHER IT IS PRACTICED IN THE CHURCH OR
OUTSIDE THE CHURCH PLEASE ASSUME THIS DEFINITION:

"hospitality is understood as

inclusiveness without reservation or stipulation
9. For each of the following "reasons for practicing hospitality as a biblical teaching," please
circle a single number between 1 and 6 on each line, showing how important each
reason is for doing so.
Somewhat
Not at all
Reason
Very
important

important

important

a.

Showing compassion to individuals in need

1

2

3

4

5

6

b.

Helping make society more just

1

2

3

4

5

6

c.

Helps me experience God in a deeper way

1

2

3

4

5

6

d.

Bringing persons served by hospitality ministries to the Christian faith

1

2

3

4

5

6

e.

Bringing persons served by hospitality into the church as potential

1

2

3

4

5

6

members
f.

Obeying a sense of call or direction from God

1

2

3

4

5

6

g.

Showing thanks for what God has done for me

1

2

3

4

5

6
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h.

Doing what is expected by church leaders

2

3

4

5

6

i.

I'm following the leadership of the Spirit

2

3

4

5

6

j.

I feel called to do it as a Christian duty

2
2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3
3

4
4
4
4
4

5
5
5
5
5

6
6
6
6
6

k.

It gives me a sense of Spiritual fulfillment

1.

It gives me a sense of being true to my faith

m. I feel "gifted" in this areas of ministry
n.

I believe it is what Jesus wants me to do

10. CHECK THE SINGLE, MOST IMPORTANT REASON YOU HAVE DIFFICULTY IN SPENDING TIME
INVOLVED IN HOSPITALITY MINISTRIES

1 • I'm too busy with work/family/activities outside the church
2D These ministries don't seem important
3D No one has asked me to get involved
4D I was involved in the past and got burned out

5 • I live too far away
6D The church's ministries are not well
organized
7D I don't think I'm gifted or
called in this area
8D Other

11. I want to ask you some questions about how you think your church practices the idea
of hospitality. Imagine a scale from 1-10 in which 1 is a measure of strong resistance to
the idea of allowing particular kinds of people in the church. For instance, some member
might say something to a visitor like "I am not sure you will be as comfortable in this
church as somewhere else." You would consider that attitude a 1 or 2 on this scale. But
if the church were enthusiastic about welcome a person and would even elect them to an
important role of leadership, you would circle a "10."
On the left is a list of people who might visit your church. Please circle the number that
would reflect how you think the congregation as a whole might respond to such a
person.
Stan<:e

a. A person who is obviously homeless
b. The principal of the local high school
c. A teenager from the local drug rehab center
d. Vice President of the local bank
e. A Buddhist who teaches yoga
f. A person of a race different from ours
g. A male who attends church wearing a dress
h. A mentally limited adult
i. A same-sex couple who identify themselves as partners
j . A visitor dressed as a Muslim
k. A tattooed female wearing a Harley jacket

1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4

Full Acceptance
5 6 7 8 9
5 6 7 8 9
5 6 7 8 9
5 6 7 8 9
5 6 7 8 9
5 6 7 8 9
5 6 7 8 9
5 6 7 8 9
5 6 7 8 9
5 6 7 8 9
5 6 7 8 9

10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
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Please review the list above. Suppose your church were serving the Lord's Supper when
any of the above visited your church. Please list the alphabetical designation for any of
the above who would cause your church discomfort if it saw them participating:
Suppose any of the above should declare their faith in Jesus Christ, asked to be baptized
and request church membership. List the alphabetical designation for as many of the
above you think your church would refuse to admit to such membership
Suppose you were electing deacons. List the alphabetical designation for as many of the
above you think your church would definitely elect if they were members of your church
and were the best qualified.

IV. QUESTIONS ABOUT YOUR BELIEFS: MEASURING HOSPITALITY
12. F O R EACH SET OF STATEMENTS BELOW, PLEASE CIRCLE THE SINGLE NUMBER THAT BEST
DESCRIBES YOUR BELIEFS. ' T ' M E A N S YOU AGREE ENTIRELY WITH THE STATEMENT, " 2 " MEANS YOU
AGREE SOMEWHAT WITH THE STATEMENT " 3 " MEANS YOU DISAGREE SOMEWHAT WITH THE
STATEMENT, AND " 4 " MEANS YOU DISAGREE ENTIRELY WITH THE STATEMENT. IF YOU ARE
UNDECIDED, DO NOT CIRCLE AN\ OF THE CHOICES.

a The story of Jesus as presented in the Gospel is
one of unlimited inclusiveness
b Government is responsible for meeting the needs
of the poor
c People come in a wide variety of sexual
orientations and we are commanded to welcome
them unconditionally
d. The local church at its best is a diverse community
of faith
e The love of Christ Jesus is unconditional
f

Christian ministry should be directed mainly to
other members of the Christian faith
g Leadership positions in the church should be open
to all members regardless of sexual orientation
h Christians should practice grace, tolerance, love,
forgiveness, and mercy to all persons
i Christians should minister to all who are sick,
hungry, homeless or otherwise needy
j I believe that the local church should be an
open and inclusive community of
believers.
k. Providing hospitality requires only a shortterm commitment by an individual or the
community of faith

I When I think of the Christian community
offering hospitality to everyone I am excited
and hopeful, believing that the church may
become a reflection of Christ in the world.

1

2

3

4

2

3

4

2

3

4

2

3

4

2

3

4

2

3

4

2

3

4

2

3

4

2

3

4

2

3

4

2

3

4
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m Homosexuality is a lifestyle choice that has
_ _ n ?^t°_^9 with_genetics or_biology.
n I believe any form of homosexual behavior is
a sin..

V. D E M O G R A P H I C I N F O R M A T I O N
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

is YOUR AGE BRACKET? l D 20 or under 2D 21-30 3D 31-45 4 D 46-60 5 D 6 1 o r a b o v e
ARE YOU:
ID Female
2D Male
ARE YOU: 1 D Unmarried, in a Domestic Partnership 2D Single (divorced, widowed,
separated, never married) 3 D Married
ARE YOU: 1 D Employed full-time 2D Employed part-time 3D Unemployed 4 0 Retired

WHAT

W H A T ARE YOUR I HREE PRIMARY NEWS SOURCES (BE SPECIFIC)

1.
6.

2.

3.

WHAT IS THE HIGHEST LEVEL OF EDUCATION YOU HAVE COMPLETED?

1 0 High School 2 0 Associate's Degree 3D Bachelor's Degree 4 0 Master's Degree
5 0 Doctorate

APPENDIX B
Section III: Questions pertaining to the welcoming of certain types of people into the
congregation and their participation in church activities.

Question D investigated the congregations' receptiveness to different types of people if they
participated in The Lord's Supper: "Please review the list above. Suppose your church were
serving the Lord's Supper when any of the above visited your church. Please list the alphabetical
designation for any of the above which would cause your church discomfort if it saw them
participating."

A. Homeless person
B. Principal of local high school
C. Teenager from local rehab center
D. Vice President of local bank
E. A Buddhisf who teaches yoga
F. A person of difference race
G. A male wearing a dress
H. Mentally limited adult
1. Same Sex couple
J. Visitor dressed as a Muslim
K. A tattooed female wearing a Harley
Jacket
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2
6

Church
3
4
2
4
2
8
5
27
2
6
27

2

10

Church
1

Church
2

4
2
4
2
19
6
44
3
14
39

7
1
9
1
6
6

4

14

2

All

8

Below is a comprehensive look at the results across all three churches (more is less receptive):
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A breakdown of the data across the three congregations
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Question E asked if congregations would refuse baptism and church membership to any specific
type of people: "Suppose any of the above should declare their faith in Jesus Christ, asked to be
baptized, and request church membership. List the alphabetical designation for as many of the
above you think your church would refuse to admit such membership." The "x" on Church
Number One's entries is due to a missing set of data.
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All
A. Homeless person
B. Principal of local high school
C. Teenager from local rehab center
D. Vice President of local bank
E. A Buddhist who teaches yoga
F. A person of difference race
G. A male wearing a dress
H. Mentally limited adult
1. Same Sex couple
J. Visitor dressed as a Muslim
K. A tattooed female wearing a Harley
Jacket
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X
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Below is a comprehensive look at the results across all three churches (more is less receptive):
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A breakdown of the data across Church Number Two and Church Number Three:
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Question F approached the issue from a different way, and asked what people types would be
considered for service on the Diaconate "Suppose you were electing deacons. List the
alphabetical designation for as many of the above you think your church would definitely elect if
they were members of your church and were the best qualified." The "x" in Church Number
One's entries is due to a missing set of data.
Church
1

All
14
43
16
43
15
37
14
16
26
15

A. Homeless person
B. Principal of local high school
C. Teenager from local rehab cenfer
D. Vice President of local bank
E. A Buddhist who teaches yoga
F. A person of difference race
G. A male wearing a dress
H. Mentally limited adult
1. Same Sex couple
J. Visitor dressed as a Muslim
K. A tattooed female wearing a Harley
Jacket

22

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

Church Church
2
3
8
6
12
31
11
5
12
31
10
5
12
25
4
10
3
13
20
6
10
5
6

X
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Below is a comprehensive look at the results across all three churches (more is more receptive):
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A breakdown of the data across Church Number Two and Church Number Three:
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APPENDIX C

Biblical Hospitality Survey 2010 - Findings

Questions about your Church
As a group, respondents noted the following as the top areas of training offered:
- Community or economic development ministries
- Witness to non-Christians
- Ministry to the homeless
(Church 2 also noted Race reconciliation or cross cultural relations)
Church 1

Group

Church 2

Church 3

4. Does your church provide training in the following
areas?

Count

Percent

Count

Percent

Count

Percent

Count Percent

Community or economic development ministries

35 39.33%

7 28.00%

10 52.63%

Witness to non Christians

22 24.72%

11 44.00%

10 52.63%

Ministry to the homeless

18 20.22%

4 16.00%

8 42.11%

6 13.33%

Social Justice issues

10 11.24%

2

8.00%

1

7 15.56%

Race reconciliation or cross-cultural relations

10 11.24%

2

8.00%

6 31.58%

2

4.44%

5.26%

18 40.00%
1

2.22%

Diversity training

9 10.11%

3 12.00%

2 10.53%

4

8.89%

Other (missions, worship, discipleship)

6

6.74%

3 12.00%

1

5.26%

2

4.44%

Peaceful demonstration/passive resistance

3

3.37%

0

2 10.53%

1

2.22%

0.00%

Overall, 40% believe their pastoral leadership is "hands on", while nearly 50% think they
are "hands off".
- Church 1 rated nearly 70% "hands on", while Church 2 and 3 had greater than
50% "hands off'.
Group

Church 1

Church 2

Church 3

5. Is your pastoral leadership primarily Hands-on or
Hands-off?
Hands off
Hands on

n/a

Count

Percent

44 49.44%
36 40.45%
9 10.11%
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Count

Percent

6 24.00%
17 68.00%
2 8.00%

Count

Percent

12 63.16%
6 31.58%
1 5.26%

Count Percent

26 57.78%
13 28.89%
6 13.33%
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"Open to people from all walks of life" was unanimously chosen as the best description of
church, followed closely with "Compassionate" and "Cares for people outside the church"
Combined Top 2 Ratings
0%

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%
—

I

Open to people from all walks of life
Compassionate

Tries hard to live up to gospel principles

I 66%

Community partner

Traditional in worship

—-i

I 83%
I 78%

I 74%
I 66%

Cares for people outside the church

Like a family

I

H

I 67%

-r

• 67%
I 55%
I 48%

Refuge for members
A spiritually vital and alive community

146%

Empowering

I 34%

A n Agent for social change

41%

Respected by other churches and the community

29%

Evangelistic
Contemporary in worship

Very much: 1

Rating -2

Rating 4

Rating -3
m2

Rating-5

;Notatall=6

6. Desaibe your Church

Group Chuxh

Mi2 CWii bSi Cludil

Open to people from all walks of !ife

sum87,5k

.k 5.3I 0.0% 2.3% 00
.k 5,3h 2.2% 3.4% 00
.k 0 0% 6.7%
7 8 1 33.3% 25.0% 4.2% 10.5% 42.2% 10.2% 8.3% 0.0% 156% 1.1% 00

Compassionate

.k 5.3 k 7.1% 2.3% Iffk 0,0k 4.8% 1.2% 00
47.7% 88,(1k 52.6% 21.4% 30.2% 0.0% 57.9i 42.9% 14.0% 12.0% 0.0% 214% 4.7% 00
.I 0 0% 2.4%

Cares for people outside the church

, k 5.3 I 2.3% 3.5% 00
. /. 0,0k 7.0% 2.3% 00
43.0% 58.3 1 63.2% 25.6% 31.4% 12,5% 57.9» 44.2% 17.4% 29.2% 5.3% 163% 2.3% 00
.k 0 0% 4.7%

Tries hard to live up to gospel principles

36.1% 70,8 « 47.4% 10.0'/, 30.1% 16.7% 26.38 40.0% 21.7% 12.5% 21,1% 275% 7.2% 00
,X 5.3 » 12.5% 2.4% 00
,i 0,014 5.0% 2.4% 00
.I 0 0% 5.0%

Community Partner

dudi3

Grap Mil Ckh!

011*3

Glow M i

CM Mi3

Groip CM1

MiI Mi! Giq

Church1 flunk! CtarhJ

Likesfamily

. k 5.3 S 7.1% 2.4% 00
. I 0,0k 4.8% 3.5% 42
.I 5 3% 2.4%
34.M 45.8 i 31.61 28.6% 31.8% 16.7% 42.1I 28.6% 22.4% 29.2% 0.0% 286% 5.9% 42
33.7% 80.(1i 26.3% 9.5% 33.7% 16,0% 47.4 k 38,1% 20.9% 4.0% 26.3% 2!6% 4.7% 00
. k 0.0 X 9 i % 5.8% 0.011 0,0k 11.9% 1.2% 00
.k 0 0% 2.4%

Traditional in worship

. /. 5.3 X 9.1% 1.1% 00
. k 0.Bk 2.3% 1.1% 00
. X 0 0% 2.3%
29.51 M« 21.1% 15.9% 37i% 20,0% 47.4 X 43.2% 23.9% 16.0% 26.3% 273% Ul 40

Refugefor members

. k 5.3 X 14.6% 3.6% 00
. k 0,0k 7.3% 3,6% 00
. I 0 0% 7.3%
217% 52.2 1 15.8% 7.3% 33.7% 174% 52.6 k 34.1% 27.7% 26.1% 26.3% 293% 9.6% 43

A spiritually vital and alivecommunity

. k Offk 9.5% 24% 42
. /. 10.5« 23.8% 5.9% 42
. : 00% 2.4%
21.2K 37.5 k 31.6% 7.1% 27.1% 25,0% 31.6 k 26.2% 27.1% 20.8% 26.3% 310% 16.5% 83

Empowering

. k 11.1i 22.5% 3.7% 43
. k Offk 5.0% 2.5% 00
. I 0 0% 5.0%
19.8% 43.5 I 27.8% 2.5% 25.9% 21.7% 50,(1/. 17.5% 32.1% 26.1% 11.1% 450% 16.0% 87

An Agent forsocial change

m 30.4 K

. kmk 12.2% 3.6% 4.3k 5 3% 2.4%
15.8% 4.9% 19.3% 8.7% 10,5 K 29.3% 28.9% 26.1% 26,3% 317% 22.9% 21.7 k 31.6 i 19.5% 10.8% 87

. i 5.6 k 16.3% 8.2% 83
. 4 0 1 11.6%
Respected by other churches and the comnrn 14.1% 16.7 4 22.2% 9.3% 27.1% 29.2% 50.01( 16.3% 201 16.7% 22.2% 209% 18.8% 20.8 k 0.0*4 25.6% 11.8% 83
Evangelistic

. k 10.5 k 25.6% 8,8% 00
. I 5 3%15.4%
13.81 36.4 4 105% 2.6% 15.0% 4.5% 26,3 X 154% 25.0% 40.9% 31.6% 128% 22.5% 18.2 4 15.8 i 28.2% 15.0% 00

Contemporary in worship

7.1% !.!4 0.0% 9,8% 11.9% 4.2% 15,8 < 14,6% 13.1% 8.3% 15.8% 146% 23.8% 12.5 4 31.6 4 26.8% 22.6% 42
. nil k 34.1% 21,4% 62.5 (158% 0.0%
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The top 'excellent' ratings of the churches ability to deal with organizational issues are:
- Keeping people informed about the various ministry groups and opportunities
- Keeping people informed of community outreach needs
- Giving people opportunities to make input into decisions affecting the church

Excellent Ratings
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

a. Keeping people informed about about mrnxmrnt
ministry groups and opportunities
WMilW"* JEH3
b. Keeping people informed of community
outreach needs

M|g|iijig§
i l l l ^ M3

100%

36.8%

11

37.2%
i

i

c. Giving people opportunities to make i | § | § ^ »
decisions affecting church
^ B B —•

27.6%
I
g. Involving people in ministries M i l l l l l l l l • 24.7%
I
f. Encouraging members to find ministry M | | | | i | |
opportunities
Bfc^.'...JI 1 23.5%
h. Empowering lay leadership for outreach »B»s,»jg
ministries
J™" ; ™

18.8%

d. Dealing with conflict t l l i i l l l i '15.3%
1

e. Cultivating leaders l _
l lJ
l i -l lil '15.3%

7. Rate your church in its ability to deal with: <sorted by Excellent / High to low>
Excellent

Group Results
Good

Pair

Poor

Not Sure

a. Keeping people informed about the various ministry groups and opportunity

32 36,8%

38 43.7%

14 16.1%

2 2.3%

1 1.1%

b. Keeping people informed of community outreach needs

32 37.2%

43 50.0%

8 9.3%

2 2.3%

1 1.2%

c. Giving people opportunities to make input into decisions affecting the churc

24 27.6%

47 54.0%

8 9.2%

7 8.0%

1 1.1%

g. Involving people in the church's various ministries

21 24.7%

41 48.2%

19 22.4%

2 2.4%

2 2.4%

f. Encouraging members to identify ministry opportunities

20 23.5%

32 37.6%

21 24.7%

7 8.2%

5 5.9%

h. Empowering lay leadership to manage outreach ministries

16 18.8%

39 45.9%

17 20.0%

4 4.7%

9 10.6%

d. Dealing with disagreements and conflicts

13 15.3%

30 35.3%

24 28.2%

14 16.5%

4 4.7%

e. Cultivating people for leadership positions

13 15.3%

26 30.6%

30 35.3%

12 14.1%

4 4.7%
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Church Involvement
A majority of the survey respondents (66%) have lived in their area for 20+years, while less than
5% have resided less than 5 years.
Section I
How long have you lived in this area?

Group
Count

Church 1

Percent

Count

Church 2

Percent

Church 3

Percent

Count

Count

Percent

Less than 1 Year

1

1.1%

0

0.0%

1

5.3%

0

0.0%

2-4 Years

2

2.2%

1

4.0%

1

5.3%

0

0.0%

5-9 Years

9 10.1%

0

0.0%

2

10.5%

7 15.6%

10-19 Years

15 16.9%

5 20.0%

2

10.5%

8 17.8%

20+Years

59 66.3%

17 68.0%

13

68.4%

29 64.4%

0

0.0%

1 2.2%

n/a

3

3.4%

2

8.0%

Over 60% have been attending their church for more than 10 years
Group

Church 1

Church 2

Church 3

How long have you been attending this
church?

Count

Percent

Count

Percent

Percent

Count

Count

Percent

Less than 1 Year

3

3.4%

0

0.0%

3 15.8%

0 0.0%

2-5 Years

8

9.0%

4 16.0%

4 8.9%

6-10 Years

17 19.1%

7 28.0%

0 0.0%
4 21.1%

More than 10 Years

55 61.8%

12 48.0%

12 63.2%

31 68.9%

n/a

6

6.7%

2

8.0%

0

0.0%

6 13.3%
4 8.9%
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Priorities the congregation places on ministries:
Issues rated with over 50% High Priority:
- Welcoming age, ethnic, and/or income diversity in the church
- Hospitality
- Making the facilities accessible for people who are differently-abled
- Sponsoring/providing social service ministries to meet basic need (food, shelter)
Issues with the greatest Low Priority ratings (>50%)
- Sponsoring community development programs (e.g. job training)
- Spreading the gospel through organized evangelism programs
- Care and integration of immigrant families
- Training members to share their faith with friends and strangers

0 h 10%

20%

30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

67%

;y} "vj2§H;' . 18»;

64%
57%
52%

m-. ~%Mmr';.iSfk
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| ,J§; ,*§3^ltf!|t : | S% •!

f: Welcoming Diversity
b: Hospitality
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47%
45%
o
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o: Welcoming Varied Sexual Orientation
p: Networking Locally
q: Ministryto the Poor, Needy
k: Financially Aiding OtherMnistryPrograms

27%

M$?ii

-^&€sMiA
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26%

Wv\S;

^ l ^ f : v f t # t :-W>.->
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20%
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19%
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R e a s o n s for practicing hospitality as a biblical teaching
Areas rated more than 75% Combined Importance (1 &2 ratings)
- Showing compassion to individuals in need
- Showing thanks for what God has done for me
- Helps me experience God in a deeper way
- Obeying a sense of call or direction from God
- I'm following the leadership of the Spirit
Areas rated greatest Combined Not Important (5 & 6 ratings)
- Doing what is expected by church leaders
- I feel "Gifted" in this area of ministry
- Bringing persons served by hospitality ministries to the Christian faith
- Bringing persons served by hospitality into the church as potential members

0%

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
t

95%

a Showing compassion for individuals in need

85%

g Showing thanks for what God has done for me

imt
MM%ii

c Helps me experience God In a deeper way
f Obeying a sense of call or direction from God

75%

Pff«3.S8%

i Fm following the leadership of the Spirit

75%

iumti-M

n I believe it is what Jesus wants me to do

70%

I It gives me a sense of being true to my faith

69%

k It gives me a sense of spiritual fulfillment

67%

d Bringing persons served by hospitality ministries to the Christian Faith

53%

e Bnnging persons served by hospitality into the church as potential members

53%

h Doing what is expected by church leaders

51%

32%

stio

D Combined Importance
tj Neutral
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Wi^¥W^"M
.m, u.-ti

47%

b Helping make society more just

£

n.i a Combined Nat Important

62%

j I feel called to do it as a Christian Duty

m Ifeel Gifted inthisarea of ministry

iu

/ W ? "552

PPOW&l
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Single most important reason you have difficulty spending time involved in
hospitality ministries...
'Too busy', 'Don't feel gifted/called' and 'Other"....are the top three reasons noted

% Responses
29.6%

1. Too busy
7. Don't feel gifted/called
8. Other
4. Got burned out fi

11.1%

r

11.1%
6. Ministries are not well organized
5. Live too far away
3. No one has asked me to get involved | | | 2.5%
2. Doesnt seem important l l . 2 %
0%

5%

Group N=89
1. Too busy
2. Doesn't seem important
3. No one has asked me to get involved
4. Got burned out
5. Live too far away
6. Ministries are not well organized
7. Don't feel gifted/called
8. Other

10%

15%

20%

25%

30% 35%

% Responses
29.63%
1.23%
2.47%
11.11%
4.94%
11.11%
22.22%
17.28%
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In regards to practicing the idea of hospitality...
How do you think the congregation as a whole might respond to:

Resist Strongly

Fully Accept
- Principle of local High School
- VP of local bank
- A person of different race

- A male wearing a dress
- Visitor dressed as a Muslim
- Same Sex couple
- A mentally limited adult (Church 3)
- A tattooed female wearing a Harley Jacket (Church 3)
- A Buddhist who teaches yoga (Church 1)

91.86%; ' | f "

B Principal of local high schooll
D Vice President of local bankl p j 2 3 ^ | ' j

mm%^
77.6

F A person of difference race

7143% '

H Mentally limited adult

65T2%

C Teenager from local rehab center

"ait l®.U%j

K A tattooed female wearing a Harley Jacket
44 83'/.

A Homeless person

4302%?

E A Buddhist who teaches yoga

4000&2

I Same Sex couple
J Visitor dressed as a Muslim

f^

iM.'A

47.13%;!

4fe5«% %;0- \

.';%'. ?•

if 3

45.88%

; ,flmffl%>;-n$i

G A male wearing a dress

1 r* JA#" ',

&M/
ijjm

,,«M»^r;
40%

50%

60%

70%

f^/

80%

90% 100%

Group
Accept
Resist(l-3) Neutral
B. Principal of local high school
91.86%
1.16%
6.98%
D. Vice President of local bank
1.16%
86.05%
12.79%
5.88%
16.47%
77.65%
F. A person of difference race
4.76%
71.43%
H. Mentally limited adult
23.81%
5.81%
29.07%
65.12%
C. Teenager from local rehab center
K. A tattooed female wearing a Harley Jacket
48.24%
10.59%
41.18%
47.13%
A. Homeless person
8.05%
44.83%
10.47%
43.02%
46.51%
E. A Buddhist who teaches yoga
14.12%
40.00%
45.88%
I. Same Sex couple
J. Visitor dressed as a Muslim
20.24%
50.00%
29.76%
G. A male wearing a dress
42.35%
40.00%
17.65%
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Would cause church discomfort if seen attending the Lord's
Supper:
Most frequently mentioned
Least Mentioned
- A male wearing a dress
- Visitor dressed as a Muslim
- A Buddhist who teaches yoga

- Principal of local High School
- Vice President of local bank
- Mentally limited adult

Might refuse to admit membership and declared faith through
Baptism:
Most frequently mentioned
Least Mentioned
- A male wearing a dress
- Visitor dressed as a Muslim
- A tattooed female wearing a Harley Jacket

- Principal of local High School
- Vice President of local bank
- Mentally limited adult

Would definitely be elected to a deacon position if qualified:
Most frequently mentioned
Least Mentioned
- Principal of local High School
- Vice President of local bank
- A person of different race

• A male wearing a dress
• A person who is obviously homeless
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Hospitality beliefs:
Agree

Agree

Disagree

Disagree

Entirely

Somewhat

Somewhat

Entirely

90.63%

1.56%

6.25%

1.56%

81.25%

15.63%

0.00%

3.13%

79.69%

17.19%

1.56%

1.56%

71.43%

22.22%

3.17%

3.17%

unlimited inclusiveness

63.33%

30.00%

5.00%

1.67%

d. The local church at its best is a diverse community of faith

60.94%

32.81%

4.69%

1.56%

57.81%

28.13%

10.94%

3.13%

54.84%

35.48%

6.45%

3.23%

43.33%

35.00%

16.67%

5.00%

12.90%

17.74%

32.26%

37.10%

6.78%

23.73%

33.90%

35.59%

3.33%

21.67%

26.67%

48.33%

3.13%

7.81%

29.69%

59.38%

1.61%

35.48%

41.94%

20.97%

Group Results - sorted by Agree Entirely
e. The love of Jesus Christ is unconditional
h. Christians should practice grace, tolerance, love,
forgiveness, and mercy to all persons
i. Christians should minister to all who are sick, hungry,
homeless, or otherwise needy
j . I believe that the local church shuold be an open and
inclusive community of believers
a. The story of Jesus as presented in the gospels is one of

g. Leadership positions in the church should be open to all
members regardless of sexual orientation
I. When I think of the Christian community offering
hospitality to everyone I am excited and hopeful, believing
that the church may become a reflection of Christ in the
world

c. People come in a wide variety of sexual orientations and
we are commanded to welcome them unconditionally
f. Christian ministry should be directed mainly to other
members of the Christian faith
m. Homosexuality is a lifestyle choice that has little to do
with genetics or biology
n. I believe any form of homosexual behavior is a sin
k. Providing hospitality requires only a short-term
commitment by an individual or the community of faith
b. Government is responsible for meeting the needs of the
poor

Biblical Hospitality Survey 2010 - Findings
Demographic Information:
What is your age bracket?

Highest level of education completed?
0.00%

High School

40.45%

21-30

3.37%

Associate's Degree

13.48%

31-45

6.74%

Bachelor's Degree

28.09%

46-60

26.97%

Master's Degree

12.36%

61 or above

59.55%

Doctorate

20 or under

2.25%

Primary Sources of News

Gender
Male

61.80%

TV

36.97%

Female

34.83%

Newspaper/periodicals

34.60%

Internet

13.74%

Radio

12.80%

Word of mouth
Marital status
Unmarried

3.37%

Single, Divorced, Widows

19.10%

Married

76.40%

Employment status
Employed Full Time

24.72%

Part Time

17.98%

Unemployed
Retired

5.62%
49.44%

1.90%
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Overall, more than 20% chose "Other" (such as: sense of family, familiarity and
long time member) as the main reason they remain involved. The next
three most prevalent reasons are:
- T h e church's theological or religious orientation
- C h u r c h social ministry/community o u t r e a c h
- I g r o w spiritually at this church
Group
Single Main Reason you remain involved?
Other (sense of family, familiarity, long-time member)

Church's theological or religious orientation
Church social ministry/community outreach
I grow Spiritually
I feel this church is under the leadership of Jesus
Denominational Affiliation
I feel the presence of the Spirit
Opportunities to do ministry
The Church is committed to promoting social justice

n/a
The Church reaches non-Christians
Church evangelistic program

Count

Percent

20 22.47%
15 16.85%
13 14.61%
12 13.48%
8 8.99%
6 6.74%
6 6.74%
4 4.49%
2 2.25%
2 2.25%
1 1.12%
0 0.00%

Church 1
Count

Percent

0
0
1
0

800%
2000%
800%
800%
1200%
2000%
1600%
400%
000%
000%
400%
000%

Church 2
Count

Percent

7
0
4
2
2
0
1
3
0
0
0
0

36.84%
0.00%
21.05%
10.53%
10.53%
0.00%
5.26%
15.79%
0.00%
0.00%
0.00%
0.00%

Church 3
Count

Percent

11 24.44%
10 22.22%
7 15.56%
8 17.78%
3 6.67%
1 2.22%
1 2.22%
0 0.00%
2 4.44%
2 4.44%
0 0.00%
0 0.00%

APPENDIX D
Bullet Points
Report of Findings:
I.

Church Involvement
1) A majority of the survey respondents (66%) have lived in their area for 20+years,
while less than 5% have resided less than 5 year.
2) Over 60% have been attending their church for more than 10 years
3) Overall, more than 20% chose "Other" (such as: sense of family, familiarity and
long time member) as the main reason they remain involved. The next three most
prevalent reasons are:
- The church's theological or religious orientation
- Church social ministry /community outreach
- I grow spiritually at this church

II.

Questions about your Church
4) As a group, respondents noted the following as the top areas of training offered:
- Community or economic development ministries
- Witness to non-Christians
- Ministry to the homeless
(Church 2 also noted Race reconciliation or cross cultural relations)
5) Overall, 40% believe their pastoral leadership is "hands on", while nearly 50%
think they are "hands off.
- Church 1 rated nearly 70% "hands on", while Church 2 and 3 had greater than
50% "hands off.
6) "Open to people from all walks of life" was unanimously chosen as the best
description of church, followed closely with "Compassionate" and "Cares for
people outside the church"
7) The top 'excellent' ratings of the churches ability to deal with organizational
issues are:
- Keeping people informed about the various ministry groups and opportunities
- Keeping people informed of community outreach needs
- Giving people opportunities to make input into decisions affecting the church
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8) Priorities the congregation places on ministries:
Issues rated with over 50% High Priority:
- Welcoming age, ethnic, and/or income diversity in the church
- Hospitality
- Making the facilities accessible for people who are differently-abled
- Sponsoring/providing social service ministries to meet basic need (food, shelter)
Issues with the greatest Low Priority ratings (>50%)
- Sponsoring community development programs (e.g. job training)
- Spreading the gospel through organized evangelism programs
- Care and integration of immigrant families
- Training members to share their faith with friends and strangers
Questions about your Church and its community involvement
9) "Reasons for practicing hospitality as a biblical teaching"
Areas rated more than 75% Combined Importance (1 & 2 ratings)
- Showing compassion to individuals in need
- Showing thanks for what God has done for me
- Helps me experience God in a deeper way
- Obeying a sense of call or direction from God
- I'm following the leadership of the Spirit
Areas rated greatest Combined Not Important (5 & 6 ratings)
- Doing what is expected by church leaders
- I feel "Gifted" in this area of ministry
- Bringing persons served by hospitality ministries to the Christian faith
- Bringing persons served by hospitality into the church as potential members
10)

Single most important reason you have difficulty spending time involved in
hospitality ministries...'Too busy', 'Don't feel gifted/called' and
'Other'... .are the top three reasons noted

11a)

In regards to practicing the idea of hospitality...
How do you think the congregation as a whole might respond to:
Fully Accept

Resist Strongly

Principle of local High School

A male wearing a dress

VP of local bank

Visitor dressed as a Muslim

A person of different race

Same Sex couple

A mentally limited adult (Church 3)

A tattooed female wearing a Harley
Jacket (Church 3)
A Buddhist who teaches yoga
(Church 1)
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lib)

lie)

lid)

Would cause church discomfort if seen attending the Lord's Supper:
Most frequently mentioned

Least mentioned

A male wearing a dress

Principle of local High School

Visitor dressed as a Muslim

VP of local bank

A Buddhist who teaches yoga

Mentally limited adult

Might refuse to admit membership and declared faith through Baptism:
Most frequently mentioned

Least mentioned

A male wearing a dress

Principle of local High School

Visitor dressed as a Muslim

VP of local bank

A tattooed female wearing a Harley Jacket

Mentally limited adult

Would definitely be elected to a deacon position if qualified:
Most frequently mentioned

Least mentioned

Principle of local High School

A male wearing a dress

VP of local bank

A person who is obviously homeless

A person of different race

IV

Hospitality beliefs:

Group Results
e. The love of Jesus Christ is unconditional
h. Christians should practice grace,
tolerance, love, forgiveness, and mercy to
all persons

Agree
Entirely
90.63%

Agree
Somewh
at
1.56%

Disagree
Somewh
at
6.25%

Disagre
e
Entirely
1.56%

81.25%

15.63%

0.00%

3.13%

i. Christians should minister to all who are
sick, hungry, homeless, or otherwise needy
j . 1 believe that the local church should be
an open and inclusive community of
believers

79.69%

17.19%

1.56%

1.56%

71.43%

22.22%

3.17%

3.17%

a. The story of Jesus as presented in the
gospels is one of unlimited inclusiveness

63.33%

30.00%

5.00%

1.67%

d. The local church at its best is a diverse
community of faith

60.94%

32.81%

4.69%

1.56%
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g. Leadership positions in the church
should be open to all members regardless
of sexual orientation
I. When I think of the Christian community
offering hospitality to everyone I am
excited and hopeful, believing that the
church may b e c o m e a reflection of Christ
in the world
c. People c o m e in a wide variety of sexual
orientations and we are c o m m a n d e d to
welcome them unconditionally
f. Christian ministry should be directed
mainly to other members of the Christian
faith

V

57.81%

28.13%

10.94%

3.13%

54.84%

35.48%

6.45%

3.23%

43.33%

35.00%

16.67%

5.00%

12.90%

1 7.74%

32.26%

37.10%

m. Homosexuality is a lifestyle choice that
has little to do with genetics or biology
n. I believe any form of homosexual
behavior is a sin

6.78%

23.73%

33.90%

35.59%

3.33%

21.67%

26.67%

48.33%

k. Providing hospitality requires only a shortterm commitment by an individual or the
community of faith

3.13%

7.81%

29.69%

59.38%

b. Government is responsible for meeting
the needs of the poor

1.61%

35.48%

41.94%

20.97%

Demographic Information:
What is your age bracket?
20 or under
21-30
31-45
46-60
61 or above

0.00%
3.37%
6.74%
26.97%
59.55%

Gender
Male
Female

61.80%
34.83%

Marital status
Unmarried
Single, Divorced, Widows
Married

3.37%
19.10%
76.40%

Employment status

Employed Full Time
Part Time
Unemployed
Retired

24.72%
17.98%
5.62%
49.44%

Highest level of education
completed?
High School
Associate's Degree
Bachelor's Degree
Master's Degree
Doctorate

40.45%
13.48%
28.09%
12.36%
2.25%

Three primary sources of News:
Primary Sources of News
TV
Newspaper/periodicals
Internet
Radio
Word of mouth

36.97%
34.60%
13.74%
12.80%
1.90%

APPENDIX E

Mercer University
Internal Review Board

22-Feb-2010
Mr Timothy W Shirley
Mercer University
McAfee School of Theology
3001 Mercer University Drive
Atlanta, GA 30341
RE: Toward Diverse and Inclusive Communities of Faith: A Study of Hospitality and
Congregational Identity and Receptivity
(H1001017
Dear Mr Shirley
Your application entitled "Toward Diverse and Inclusive Communities of Faith A Study of
Hospitality and Congregational Identity and
Receptivity" (H1001017 was reviewed by this Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects
Research in accordance with Federal Regulations 21
CFR 56 110(b) and 45 CFR 46 1 "0(3^ (for expedited review) and was approved under Category
7per 63 FR 80364
Your application was approved for one year of study on 22-Feb-2010 The protocol expires 22Feb-2011 If the study continues beyond one year, it
must be re-evaluated by the IRB Committee
New Application
Please complete the survey for the IRB and the Office of Research Compliance To access the
survey, click on the following link
http '/www zoome'ang com Survey ">p=\/VEB227URK2RBSG
It has been a pleasure to work with you and much success with your project11
If you need any further assistance, please feel free to contact our office
Mercer University IRB & Office of Research Compliance
Phone (478) 301-4101
Fax (478) 301-2329
ORCJV1ercer@Metoer t-d ,
Respectfully,
Ajuania G White, MPH, CHES, CIM
Member
Instutional Review Board
AGW/acr
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APPENDIX F

MERCER
McAfee School of Theology
Mercer University
3001 Mercer University Drive
Atlanta, Georgia 30341
INFORMED CONSENT FORM
TOWARD DIVERSE AND INCLUSIVE COMMUNITIES OF FAITH:
A STUDY OF HOSPITALITY AND CONGREGATIONAL RECEPTIVITY
You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your consent to
volunteer, it is important that you read the following information and ask as many
questions as necessary to be sure you understand what you will be asked to do.
Researcher:
The researcher for this project thesis is Timothy W. Shirley. Tim Shirley holds a Bachelor of
Arts degree from the College of Arts and Sciences of Mercer University in Atlanta; a Master of
Arts in Christian Education, Master of Divinity, and Master of Theology degree from The
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. For eighteen years he served as the Senior Minister of
the Virginia-Highland Church, A Baptist and United Church of Christ Congregation. His faculty
supervisor is Dr. Nancy deClaisse-Walford.
Tim Shirley can be reached at 404-449-4700.
Purpose of the Research:
This project thesis is designed to explore the theme of biblical hospitality and measure the
receptivity of a congregation to the welcoming of different people groups. The data will provide
a glimpse into how a congregation sees itself as a place of welcome against the results of the
survey. The data will then be shared with the leadership of the church in assessing how the
church might become a more hospitable place. The purpose of this research is to fulfill the
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requirements for the Doctor of Ministry degree at the McAfee School of Theology of Mercer
University as a part of a research thesis.
If you volunteer to participate in this survey, you will be asked to answer a set of questions
regarding your experience with hospitality at your church. Your honesty and forthrightness as a
responder will help to provide a clear picture of how the church views its ministries of
hospitality. The survey will take approximately thirty minutes to complete.
Potential Risks or Discomforts
There are no known risks associated with this survey.
Potential Benefits
Your response to these questions will provide valuable information both for this study and for
your particular congregation. Future ministries could be developed from the information you
give as well as a clearer congregational identity.
Confidentiality and Data Storage
All data collected from the survey material will be held in strict confidentiality. The survey is
anonymous. The results of the survey within the context of the research thesis will be published,
but confidentiality will be maintained. The results of the study will be kept by Tim Shirley and
will not be available to anyone else.
Incentives to Participate
The gratitude of this researcher.
Participation and Withdrawal
This is a voluntary survey and as a research subject you may refuse to participate at any time.
Please let Tim Shirley know by phone at 404-449-4700 or email, timwshirley@gmail.com. If
you have any questions about the research feel free to contact Tim Shirley.
Questions about the Research
This project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University's Internal Review Board
(IRB). If you believe there is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may
contact the Chairperson at 478-301-4101.
Signature of subject

Date

Principle Investigator Signature

Date
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