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“Unexpected Guests Welcome”
Genesis 18:1-15; Luke 14:1, 7-14 September 18, 2016

,Shannon’s mother, Joanie, welcomed countless 
acquaintances and strangers to their home while we were 
growing up. You see, Shannon was my best friend and we 
ate countless meals together. I never knew who would be 
at the dinner table when I was invited to stay for supper. It 
was always a place of warmth and renewal around her table 
regardless of the unexpected guest or guests that shared the 
simple meals of sliced tomatoes, macaroni and cheese, catfish 
and cornbread. I was then and still am touched by the joy and 
openness with which Joanie lives her life. 

She is a woman of deep faith, living a life that is full of joy 
and laughter. She taught me that to embrace the unexpected 
guests — the surprises in life — because we just might 
encounter God in our midst.

We see that in our first lesson this morning about Abraham 
and Sarah. Who were Abraham and Sarah entertaining? 
Is it clear who these unexpected guests were? Let’s look at 
the story: Abraham is eager to be hospitable to the three 
men that appeared at the entrance of his tent, his home. He 
knocks himself out offering hospitality: Abraham and Sarah 
offer water and nourishment; Abraham offers the strangers 
refreshment in the form of foot washing and rest.And yet 
Abraham does not seem to “see them” for who they are… It is 
as if Sarah and Abraham are somewhat in a fog and are unclear 
as to who is right in front of them throughout the entire meal 
(James Kugel, How to Read the Bible). Even when the three 
men ask: “Where is your wife Sarah?”  Abraham is not curious 
as to how they know his wife’s name… Abraham is unaware 
that he is entertaining angels…even the Lord.

It does eventually dawns on them for when the Lord says 
to Abraham: “Why did Sarah laugh at the news of a baby”… 
Is anything too much for the Lord?” that both Sarah and 
Abraham seem to finally understand that it is the Lord that 
they have been entertaining. Now we know that Sarah denied 
laughing but she clearly was open to the joy and the surprise 
of the Lord. Sarah was open to a new and different way of 
life...a very different life, a surprising new life.

This is a story of Joy and Surprise… of being woken up 
out of fog and being open to the joy and surprise of God. 
Abraham and Sarah is a story of being open; of being curious; 
of welcoming unexpected guests, even strangers.. But what is 

this “fog” or confusion over identity of the visitors?
One writer notes that this “moment of confusion” when 

“angels” are unrecognized at first—often mistaken for an 
ordinary human being—after that recognition takes place, 
something equally striking occurs: usually, it is no longer an 
angel at all that is speaking, but God himself (James Kugel, 
How to Read the Bible).

 This pattern of not recognizing God in our midst is one 
seen repeatedly in the scripture. It is seen in the story of Jacob, 
when Jacob wrestles all night with a stranger. It is only when 
Jacob asks the stranger to bless him that he realizes that it is 
indeed God he has been wrestling with. 

Even the disciples are so overcome with grief and 
disappointment that they do not recognize the risen Christ as 
they walk on the road to Emmaus with him. It is only when he 
breaks bread with them that their eyes are opened to his true 
identity and they recognize him.  

And in our gospel lesson this morning in Luke, we find 
Jesus at the house of a Pharisee preparing to engage in the 
Sabbath meal. The Pharisees were scrambling for position 
at the table and missing Jesus — the anointed one in their 
midst. The guests are so locked into their usual ways of 
perception, sight and sound, that they miss even the most 
obvious clues as to his real identity… They, too, are in a 
fog. As the guests crowd around the table to seek a place of 
honor, we do not know where Jesus sits, whether at the head 
of the table or at its end, but he does not hesitate to observe 
their behavior and tells them a parable to illustrate the new 
order that he is establishing. 

Jesus first addresses the guests. Those who come to the 
table seeking honor do not understand the ways of God. It 
is noted that the order at the table should be determined not 
by the guests, but by the host. Jesus also criticizes the host’s 
choice of guests: He should not be inviting those one would 
ordinarily invite but rather “the poor, the crippled, the lame 
and the blind”... those who would be unable to repay or 
benefit him! Jesus instructs that the UNEXPECTED guests 
are the ones that should be welcome!  (Jarvis and Johnson, 
Feasting on the Gospels)

In both cases, Jesus is emphasizing a new order…. 
It is clear that no one deserves to sit at table in the kingdom 
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of God ….that we are all unworthy guests. And yet those who 
follow and belong to Christ have died to one life and risen to 
another. They give up selfish values in order to embrace the 
self-giving love of God. 

Yes, Jesus is establishing a new order. A new way of life 
where our relationships are no longer clouded by suspicion 
and competition, but rather by a deep, rich communion. 
Christ makes this new rich way of life possible…

Will we allow ourselves to be surprised by this new way of 
life? To lean into this joy of seeing others through Christ’s 
eyes, of welcoming the unexpected guest?

Last Sunday we looked at how we as the people of God are 
meant to be a light to the world and that in our life together 
we are meant to witness to the life that God intends for all of 
us in Jesus Christ. Christ gives us the pattern and the example 
of what it means to live together as the people of God. But, 
are we living our lives like the guests at the banquet? Are we 
so busy scrambling for position in our daily lives that we walk 
by Christ in our midst? Are we so disoriented that we are 
living our lives in a fog… as Abraham and Sarah did?

Let us be open to the unexpected guests in our daily lives…
of being open to the joy and surprise of God… For it is likely 
that we will miss Christ himself if we cannot open ourselves 
to the foolishness of God. Christ entered our world through 
the biggest of all surprises! 

 Born in the back room of a barn, spending his days bending 
his back to touch the hands of lepers, to caress the cheeks of 
widows, to place children on his knee, this humble Savior 
rode a donkey through the gates of Jerusalem and then knelt 
before his disciples to wash their feet (Jarvis and Johnson, 
Feasting on the Gospels).

Jesus is present in the “Unexpected Guests” in all our lives. 
This is one of the surprising ways we encounter God. 
We have to be alive to this ‘foolish’ God in order to see 

how God enters our world through surprises.
We must be open to laughter like Sarah.
We must welcome all to our table as Joanie did, in spite 

of its meager offerings and regardless of who someone is….
welcome them.

The unexpected guest in your life could be someone in 
your neighborhood. 

It could be a colleague at work.
Perhaps it is the odd woman that you carpool with.
The unexpected guest could be a client you serve at the 

food pantry or a family you help at GreenBriar Elementary. 
The unexpected guest could even be someone in your own 

family…
For we are all marked with the image of God…God is in 

our very midst. Jesus Christ is in every stranger, in every 
person you meet.

“When Ms. McLorg walked into the hotel lobby to 
meet Mr. Mohammad and his wife, Eman, she had a 
letter to explain how sponsorship worked: For one year, 
Ms. McLorg and her group would provide financial and 
practical support, from subsidizing food and rent to 
supplying clothes to helping them learn English and find 
work. She and her partners had already raised more than 
40,000 Canadian dollars (about $30,700), selected an 
apartment, talked to the local school and found a nearby 
mosque.

Ms. McLorg, the mother of two teenagers, made her 
way through the crowded lobby, a kind of purgatory for 
newly arrived Syrians. When the Mohammads appeared, 
Ms. McLorg asked their permission to shake hands and 
took in the people standing before her, no longer just 
names on a form. 

Mr. Mohammad looked older than his 35 years. 
His wife was unreadable, wearing a flowing niqab that 
obscured her face except for a narrow slot for her eyes. 
Their four children, all under 10, wore donated parkas 
with the tags still on.” (“Refugees Encounter a Foreign 
Word: Welcome,” The New York Times, 2016/1/7)

You see, across Canada, ordinary citizens who are  distressed 
by news reports of drowning children and the shunning of 
desperate migrants, are intervening in one of the world’s most 
pressing problems. Their country allows them a rare power 
and responsibility: They can band together in small groups 
and personally resettle — essentially adopt — a refugee family. 

“For the Mohammads, who had been in Canada less 
than 48 hours, the signals were even harder to read. In 
Syria, Abdullah had worked in his family’s grocery stores 
and Eman had been a nurse, but after three years of 
barely hanging on in Jordan, they were not used to being 
wanted or welcomed. “You mean we’re leaving the hotel?” 
Abdullah asked. To himself, he was wondering, “What do 
these people want in return?”

Much of the world is reacting to the refugee crisis — 21 
million displaced from their countries, nearly five million of 
them Syrian — with hesitation or hostility.

“Mohammad searched for the right words to describe 
what the sponsors had done for him. “It’s like I’ve been 
on fire, and now I’m safe in the water.” But he and other 
new arrivals were beginning to confront fresh questions: 
How were they supposed to work with these enthusiastic 
strangers? What would it mean to reinvent their lives 
under their watch?” (The New York Times, 2016/1/7.)

Mohammad and his wife Eman are beginning to understand 
the meaning of: “Unexpected Guests are Welcome”     

To God be the glory.  Amen.


