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“An Invitation to Holy Disruption:  
The Spiritual Practice of Radical Hospitality” 
 
~ A sermon message compiled and delivered by Dawn Daniels, UUFCM Minister 
Sunday, September 11, 2016 
 
Reading Prelude 
Excerpt from Radical Hospitality: Benedict’s Way of Love 
- by Lonni Collins Pratt and Father Daniel Homan 
 
“…You and I are much more than what we appear to be. We are more than what we do. We are more 

than a social or economic class. In the movie Elephant Man, actor John Merrick is chased through a 

train station and cornered in a bathroom by a mob that sees only his deformity, his difference from 

them. He cries out, “I am not an animal…I am a human being…” 

 

This is the sound of every single human heart. It is the cry we make against all that would make us 

less human, the cry of the darkest night of our lives, the cry of the abandoned and the misunderstood 

and the excluded. “I am not an animal. I am like you. I am human.” 

 

I am not a street person. 

I am not a token of my race or creed. 

I am not a statistic. 

I am not a divorcee. 

I am not an AIDS patient. 

I am not a sex object. 

I am not a laborer. 

I am not an “at risk” kid. 

I have a mind. I have a heart. I have a soul. I dream. 

I feel. I care. I am a human being. 

 

Hospitality has an inescapable moral dimension to it. It is not a mere social grace; it is a spiritual and 

ethical issue. It is an issue involving what it means to be human. All of our talk about hospitable 

openness doesn’t mean anything as long as some people continue to be tossed aside.  

 

In a 1982 report, one ethicist put it this way: “The opposite of cruelty is not simply freedom from 

the cruel relationship, it is hospitality.” Hospitality puts an end to injustice. But calling hospitality a 

moral issue does not tell us the whole truth about hospitality either. A moral issue can become 

bogged down in legalisms, and hospitality is no legalistic ethical issue. It is instead a spiritual practice, 

a way of becoming more human, a way of understanding yourself.  

 

Hospitality is both the answer to modern alienation and injustice and a path to a deeper spirituality.” 

 

**************************************************************************** 
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Sermon Message 

It may seem strange, counter-intuitive maybe, or even deeply ironic to want to delve into the practice 

of radical hospitality on this date, the 15th anniversary of the most deadly terrorist attack on American 

soil. But the reading we all just heard comes from a little book titled Radical Hospitality: Benedict’s 

Way of Love that was first published in early 2002, largely inspired by the events of and subsequent 

devastating responses to 9/11. The book was updated, expanded and reprinted in 2011, and 

reprinted again in 2014 and 2016. The new introduction reads in part: 

 

The events of September 11, 2001, are [ten] fifteen years behind us now. The chaos remains. 

In America we sense that something has struck at the foundation of what it means to be 

American. It is easy to blame this confusion and fear on the other, on the terrorists. But it is our 

response to terror that has shaped what and who we are becoming. We are created by our 

choices, and we create our world by those choices. 

 

Benedict lived in the same kind of chaos. He wrote to a culture shaken to the core by the fall of 

the Roman Empire, fifteen hundred years ago. This makes Benedict particularly timely. People 

are now mining Benedictine spirituality to its depths for the profound wisdom that has made it 

relevant all these centuries.  

 

The “Rules” of St. Benedict that he crafted to guide the monastic movement that began in the fifth 

century and continues to this day, are rooted in the teachings of Jesus, who had the rather radical 

idea that we need “to love the ones who are hard to love,” to love our “enemy.” So the phrase radical 

hospitality means to find ways “to welcome the marginalized, forgotten, and misunderstood among 

us.”  

 

Going even further back in Judaic history, Karen Hering, the literary minister for Unity Church 

Unitarian in St. Paul, MN, reminds us that: 

 

It was Abraham who long ago set the bar for hospitality so high. His storied welcome of three 

total strangers tells us what true hospitality looks like. Abraham did not wait for the 

unannounced visitors to arrive at his tent; he ran out in the heat of the day to greet them, 

inviting them under the shade of his oaks. He did not ask for names, country of origin or photo 

ID. Instead he bowed, requesting the privilege of washing their feet. Offering them “a little 
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bread,” he did not serve whatever he had on hand. He ordered fresh cakes made from choice 

flour and a tender calf from his herd slaughtered and prepared especially for the three 

strangers whose names he did not know, wayfarers who turned out to be God or angels. 

 

How far we’ve come. If someone called me to ask what Abraham’s example might mean 

today, would I even pick up the phone if I didn’t recognize their caller ID? 

 

Hospitality is often regarded as the basis of one’s relationship with God or with the holy 

blessing of Life itself. In folklore from around the world, God shows up disguised – as beggar, 

foreigner, undesirable neighbor or even pesky creature – and the one who opens the door and 

welcomes the stranger to the table is the one who “entertains angels unawares.” Not only 

does this earn favor in God’s eyes; it also, not coincidentally, creates a harmonic social order 

in which food and shelter are shared and the possibility of friendship is invited. Hospitality is 

both an ethical and a practical virtue. 

 

The understanding subtly woven into many hospitality stories and customs is one of reciprocity 

in which the roles of guest and host are cosmically linked and known to shift. In Arabic, Latin 

and Greek etymology, a single root word connotes both guest and host, suggesting a basic 

truth – the person who is host on one day will be guest on another. 

 

So what does hospitality ask of us today? What do we ask of ourselves, as both host and 

guest? 

 

Let’s answer that with first looking at the role of the church. The minister of the White Bear Lake, 

Minnesota UU congregation, Victoria Safford responds this way: 

 

William Ellery Channing, the 19th century Unitarian, said once (in a sermon about slavery), “I 

am a living member of the great family of all souls,” and sometimes I think the church has no 

greater purpose than to convince us all of that, and to proclaim it to anyone who needs to hear 

it, which is everyone. Whoever you are, wherever you come from, whatever your story, you are 

a living member, and your baby is a living member, of the great family of all souls.  It is so easy 

in this life to forget or never know at all that you absolutely belong. By definition as a person, 

as a creature, you belong.  Despite what you may have been told, despite your own darkest 
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doubts and suspicions, you have a place at the table, the universe is glad to see you.  In this 

church we mean to be for each other (as wide as “each other” extends), the ears and eyes, the 

welcoming voice, the incarnate, embodied, real live embrace of the universe, or God. I’m not 

sure that God has any other way of showing up, except through us.  That is universalism. That 

is radical hospitality and it extends to all of us and it extends to everyone.  It is a theological 

idea, not unique to our tradition, by any means, but it is central here. Radical means, literally, 

not wild, not crazy, but to the very root. 

 

… Sometimes I think the church, this church, has no greater purpose than to provide 

hospitality, not only to the intellect, not only to the conscience, not only to the social animal in 

us, but also to the spirit, also to the soul.  You’d think that would be obvious, but it’s easy to 

forget.  We say, this is a church where we welcome the use of reason in the religious 

enterprise. We welcome your best ideas.  We say, this is a congregation where the ethical 

impulse is grounded in effective social action, and earnest work for peace and justice.  We 

welcome your energy, your passion.  We say that music and the arts are so important here, so 

vivid and rich; we welcome your creativity.  Our democratic process is engaging and so full of 

integrity – we welcome your organizational skills.  We say, this is a place where you can go to 

dinners and parties all through the year, get coffee and pastry on Sunday, shared potlucks on 

First Fridays [supper on Wednesday], you can make friends and have a great time, and we 

welcome your participation, and your help - and all of this is true. But we forget sometimes to 

say also, or to hear also, when most we need to hear it: this is a place where your soul is 

welcome, your interior, authentic self, deepest, original soul, the spark of divinity within you 

that burns or flickers.  Your soul is welcome to sit down or wander or rest, no matter how 

weary or weepy or lost. This is a place where the soul may come out…What we mean to say 

is,  Whatever its condition, may the deepest, most authentic part of you be at home in this 

house.  Why do we forget to speak it, neglect to hear it? 

 

… When we talk about hospitality here, about radical hospitality that goes to the very root of 

who we are as a gathered religious community and what we’re called to be, we mean that we 

will welcome not only each person, whoever they are, whatever their gifts, whatever their need, 

but each person in his or her wholeness, his or her holiness, a holiness which may in fact, in 

any moment, be full of holes and contradictions, full of fear and brokenness and doubts.  

Come in, we say, not just in the full flower of your thriving, but in your loneliness, confusion, 
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anger, shame, despair – the unfinished, imperfect, holy wholeness of your being.  Come in 

not only with your all apparent accomplishments and strengths, but with those pesky 

vulnerabilities.  These may in fact be revelations, they may be glimpses of whatever humanity 

we share.  This house will hold them all, will hold us all. 

 

The invitation of radical hospitality applies to those who arrive at the door to our outer world in terms 

of people and experiences we may find difficult or challenging. But equally important, radical 

hospitality invites us to be changed within, where hospitality begins.  

 

The Sufi poet Rumi writes about this inner "guest house" with its new arrival each day including joy 

or sadness, anger or depression. Welcome them each in because "each has been sent/as a guide 

from beyond." All of the feelings I encounter that make me want to slam the door on my inner life—

these are precisely the place where we are called to meet the Divine, the Holy, or as some would say 

- God. 

 

Instead of being able to say that holy appears only in what is familiar, only in the people who make us 

feel comfortable and safe and look like us, hospitality calls on us to extend ourselves, to risk. 

Radical hospitality challenges the very core of this assumption that what is safe is what is most 

sacred. 

 

Carl Jung once said in a BBC interview that he began calling God all those "things which cross my 

willful path violently and recklessly, all things which upset my subjective views, plans and intentions, 

and change the course of my life for better or for worse." The divine is that power which disrupts 

everything. (adapted from blog post by Christine Valters Paintner,  in Patheos, September 30, 2012) 

 

 

What if our practice were to court a holy disruption? 

 

(Insert extemporaneous information on UUFCM upcoming Welcoming Congregation and Restoration 

House opportunities) 

 

 

http://www.patheos.com/About-Patheos/Christine-Valters-Paintner.html
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In closing, I want to share with you the poem “Red Brocade” by Naomi Shihab Nye, from her 

collection 19 Varieties of Gazelle: 

 

The Arabs used to say, 

When a stranger appears at your door, 

feed him for three days 

before asking who he is, 

where he’s come from, 

where he’s headed. 

That way, he’ll have strength 

enough to answer. 

Or, by then you’ll be 

such good friends 

you don’t care. 

Let’s go back to that. 

Rice? Pine nuts? 

Here, take the red brocade pillow. 

My child will serve water 

to your horse. 

No, I was not busy when you came! 

I was not preparing to be busy. 

That’s the armor everyone puts on 

to pretend they had a purpose 

in the world. 

I refuse to be claimed. 

Your plate is waiting. 

We will snip fresh mint 

into your tea. 

 

Sources used to craft message: 

http://www.unityunitarian.org/uploads/6/1/0/3/6103699/september2011.pdf 

Radical Hospitality: Benedict’s Way of Love by Lonni Collins Pratt and Fr. Daniel Homan 

Sermon “Radical Hospitality” 6/3/07 by Victoria Safford 

http://www.patheos.com/Progressive-Christian/Radical-Hospitality-Christine-Valters-Paintner-10-02-2012 

http://books.google.com/books?id=s7XU2nUstq4C&printsec=frontcover&dq=Naomi+Shihab+Nye
http://www.unityunitarian.org/uploads/6/1/0/3/6103699/september2011.pdf
http://www.patheos.com/Progressive-Christian/Radical-Hospitality-Christine-Valters-Paintner-10-02-2012

