
Welcoming the Stranger:
The Church as Inclusive Community

But let me tell you
that to approach the stranger
Is to invite the unexpected, release a new force,
Or let the genie out of the bottle.
It is to start a train of events
Beyond your control . . .1

  
It is one thing to say, "Let the Church be the Church, and the people rejoice."  It

is another thing altogether to define what it means to be the Church.  It must be
remembered that God created the Church, sustains it and ultimately redeems it through
the reconciling work of Christ.  The grace of God keeps us and works through us to
affect change:  We do not do this alone.  

The Discipline of the United Methodist Church has a rather classic but useful
definition of the church.  

The Church is a community of all true believers under the Lordship of Christ.  It is
the redeemed and redeeming fellowship in which the Word of God is preached
by persons divinely called, and the Sacraments are duly administered according
to Christ's own appointment.  Under the discipline of the Holy Spirit the Church
seeks to provide for the maintenance of worship, the edification of believers, and
the redemption of the world. (Emphases added)2

Central to this definition is the understanding of the church as community.  Before the
word can be preached and the sacraments adminstered, before believers can be
edified or the world redeemed; there must first be a community.  

Earlier, Abraham was used as a model for the "Christian as wayfaring stranger." 
It is important to realize, however, that Abraham was not called to journey alone.  It is
easy enough to see that "Abraham was not a solitary knight of faith, but was called to
be the father of a great people, a nation, a corporate body."  It is perhaps more difficult
to recognize that "God's call is a call into peoplehood and whenever individuals are
chosen it is for the sake of the corporate call of God, not their individual blessing."3
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God calls us into community precisely because there is a great need for
community, even if it is composed of only two people.  Henri Nouwen, at a lecture in
Morristown in the fall of 1988, pointed out that when Christ sent out the seventy-two, he
sent them out two by two.  He went on to stress that one should not go out into the
world alone.  "The world is too powerful for you alone.  It is too strong for a single
person, but maybe together you can make it, you can overcome."

So the church exists as a community, a group of people called by God who
sense the need to gather together.   Having established this , however, is just half the
battle.  A more concise picture of the church remains to be drawn.  But how can one
describe the church in terms other than the purely functional ones found in definitions
from the Discipline?  One way of doing just this is through the use of metaphors.

There are a host of metaphors which have been used to describe the church,
many of them biblical in nature.  The most common, perhaps, envisions the church as
the body of Christ, and its referent point is found in II Corinthians 12-14.  Here the
emphasis is less upon the functioning of the various parts of the body as it is with
stressing unity.  With Christ as the head, there can be no squabbling over which part of
the body is most or least important.  All parts are necessary and are inter-related.

Without playing down this view, the metaphors I find most helpful in describing
the church are the "family of God" and the "household of faith."  The Interpreter's
Dictionary of the Bible refers to the church as "the eschatological gathering of God's
people into his household, to become his 'house' and his family."   Donald P. Smith4

affirms this as well: "Members feel that the congregation is a family that supports and
cares for one another."5

This perspective views the church in terms of forming of a new community or
family.  Old communities and families are superceded.  The basic social unit no longer
remains the traditional family, but becomes the gathering of the sisters and brothers in
Christ.  Nuclear families are then "placed always within the extended context of the
church, the new family to which we owe first loyalty."6

The need for the so-called "nuclear family" to be subsumed into the larger family
of God was developed in a presentation Dean Thomas Ogletree made in a chapel
service at Drew Theological School last year.  Taking as his text, Matthew 12: 46-50,
Ogletree spoke on why Christ seemed so hard on the family.  This hostility may have
been the result of the promotion of exclusionism, due to family groupings determining
who the insiders and the strangers are, who can be accepted and who must be turned
away.  Christ flatly rejected this notion when stating his natural relatives were no longer

      George Arthur Buttrick, et. al., Eds., The Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible, (Nashville: Abingdon4

Press, 1962), Vol. 1, p. 612.  

      Donald P. Smith, Congregations Alive, (Philadelphia:  Westminster Press, 1981), p. 29.
5

      Laura Smit, "The Image of Home," Theology Today, pp. 305-314, p. 311).
6



family, rather his family consists of those who hear and do God's will.  The household of
faith/family of God replaces the "natural" family.  Ogletree concluded by saying that
although this does not preclude meaningful family relationships, it does mean that our
"natural families" gain their meaning and significance only within the larger family of
God. In this vein Erik Erikson can say:

The true saints are those who transfer the state of householdership to the house
of God, becoming father and mother, sister and brother, son and daughter, to all
creation, rather than to their own issue.7

If the church, the family of God, takes precedence over the natural family in part
due to exclusionism, then the church must be concerned with inclusivism.  The
Discipline of the United Methodist Church, for instance, issues a mandate for
inclusiveness in the life of the church (Par 524.3 and others).  The church is called to be
open to all people, regardless of gender, race, culture, socio-economic status, ethnicity,
or any other division that separates the world into groups of "us" verses "them." 
Fellowship and communion in a church body is open to anyone desiring it - whether or
not they necessarily mirror my own or anyone else's image of what people should be,
look like, or act.  

It would seem to follow naturally then that the church should reach out to all
people, period.  There are no ifs, ands, or buts here.  This means the church must seek
to minister to people of all races, to people of all creeds, to people whose lifestyles are
at odds with our own, to outcasts as well as to those in positions of power.  Christ has
called us to "go into all the world proclaiming the gospel."  Further, scripture states that
"whosoever believes will have life eternal," as well as "Christ died once for the sins of
the whole world."  The church must reflect the inclusive and all-encompassing love and
grace of God.  It is only by being an open and inclusive community we can experience
the fullness of God's love and mercy and grace.

One of the most poetic of American writers for me is John Steinbeck.  In his
introduction to Cannery Row he writes:

Cannery Row is the gathered and scattered, tin and iron and rust and splintered
wood, chipped pavement and weedy lots and junk heaps, honky tonks,
restaraunts and whorehouses, and little crowded groceries, and laboratories, and
flophouses.  Its inhabitants are, as the man once said, "whores, pimps,
gamblers, and sons of bitches,"  by which he meant Everybody.  Had the man
looked through another peephole he might have said, "Saints and angels and
martyrs and holy men," and he would have meant he same thing.8
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One measure of a church is its ability to see things from a different perspective
than the world.  And let there be no mistaking, this church vision will seem a bit odd to
outsiders.  Where else but in the church, for instance, could one look at a lowly
carpenter from Galilee and see the son of God, full of grace and glory?  And it gets
even better:  A carpenter becomes the Christ, whores become saints, gamblers
become martyrs, and sons of bitches become holy men.  The pews of any church are
filled with both kinds of people, and whether one sees hypocrites or children of God
depends upon whether one sees with the eyes of Christ or with the eyes of the world.

The inclusive and open nature to which the church is called must at times be
very radical.  This is seen most clearly in the church's need to be forgiving, as forgiving
as Jesus, who upon the cross could say, "Father forgive them." My experiences in the
Church of God have shown me how quickly a church can turn its back upon one of its
own (my father).  And this is not limited to legalistic churches either.   There are people
at Mount Hope who have not spoken civilly to one another for years because of a past
misunderstanding.  

If the church is truly a community wherein Christ can be found, then it must
possess a radical forgiveness.  The call to this type of forgiveness is found in many
places.  Karl Barth in writing on how the German people should be treated after the
holocaust, pointed out the path Christ has asked the church to take.  Barth stated:

Jesus Christ is for them, unconditionally for them. He is for them exactly as
he is for us.  He accepts the shame that covers us when he calls us friends.  If
even for the best of reasons we resist and say that unconditional friendship for
the Germans is too much to ask of us, then we must be careful lest the Savior's
call, "Come unto me, all who labor and are heavy laden," instead of passing
through us, goes out to the Germans without applying to us at all.

He goes on to write about what Jesus might say to the Germans. 

Come to me, you heartless ones, you wicked Hitler youth, you brutal SS soldiers,
you vicious Gestapo villains, you sorry compromisers and collaborators, you
mass men who for so long patiently and stupidly followed you so-called leader. 
Come to me, you guilty ones, you who share the guilt and who are now learning,
and have to learn, what your deeds are worth.  Come to me, I know you well, but
I do not ask who you are or what you have done.  I see only that you are at an
end and for good or ill must begin again;  I will refresh you, I will now begin again
from the very beginning with you.9

The church must be willing and able to stand with such a forgiving Christ and ask
God for the strength to become more like Christ in this respect.  By emphasizing
inclusiveness and forgiveness, the church is able to reach out to all who would seek
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God.  The ability to see all people as neighbors is enhanced by such an attitude.  H.
Richard Niebuhr, in moving fashion, defines the neighbor.

He is the near one and the far one; the one beside the road I travel here and
now; the one removed from me by distances in time and space, in convictions
and loyalties.  He is my friend, the one who has shown compassion toward me;
and my enemy, who fights against me.  He is the one in need, in whose hunger,
nakedness, imprisonment and illness I see or ought to see the suffering servant. 
He is the oppressed one who has not risen in rebellion against my oppression
nor rewarded me according to my deserts as individual or member of a
heedlessly exploiting group.  He is the compassionate one who ministers to my
needs:  the stranger who takes me in; the father and mother, sister and brother. 
In him the image of the universal redeemer is seen as in a glass darkly.10

Given all this, the church and the people in it have no choice but to "welcome the
stranger."  The inclusive community makes it presence known to the world not only
through its witness to Christ, but through its hospitality to those both inside and outside
its walls.  Matthew Fox makes the very valid point that "'Holiness' is a word worth
retrieving" in his text Original Blessing.  Recovery of the word "holiness" from misuse or
even nonuse entails relating it to hospitality.(113).

Hospitality means primarily the creation of a free space where the stranger can
enter and become a friend instead of an enemy.  Hospitality is not to change
people, but to offer them space where change can take place.  It is not method
of making our God and our way into the criteria of happiness, but the opening of
an opportunity to others to find their God and their way.11

Hospitality needs to be cultivated as a way of life, and again Abraham is a model.

Abraham, the head of a tribe, decided to follow a God who claimed to be the only
God.  That made Abraham and his people strangers in their own land.  They
journeyed as strangers through the world.  And they developed some unique
ideas about responsibility to strangers because they were strangers
themselves.12

The church needs to become responsible to the strangers that cross its doors.  No less,
however, is this true for individual Christians.  There may be times when Christians
need to open their homes to others.   More frequently though will be the times when
Christians need to show the hospitality of the heart by opening their hearts to those who
are in need.  Elsie Lewis has said that "opening one's heart often means opening one's
ear for listening.  Just being present may be what the grieving or lonely or even hostile
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person may need."  While it may be that the hostile person reject our hospitality
momentarily,  at a later time he or she might be eager to trust our offer.  In the end,
"offering it may be worth the rejection.  So, in a world full of strangers, this is what we
can offer - an open mind, a listening ear, and a caring heart."13

This may not seem like much, but it is, especially in a world filled with closed
minds, deaf ears and hardened hearts.  And the church that combats these attitudes
with a ministry of hospitality will find plenty of opportunities to be hospitable.  It will also
find that it will have to come to grips with how its activities bring it into conflict with the
world.  John McKnight writes:

You must struggle with all your might to reclaim the central act of Christian
hospitality.  You will have to fight your local hospitals.  You will have to fight
Humana.  You will have to fight the United Way.  You will have to fight the social
services.  They have commodified hospitality and called it a service.  They have
made a market of the temple.  And you know what you are supposed to do then. 
Get 'em out!  Or bring into the church the hospitality that is at the center of
understanding a relationship as a friend and not a servant.  A church's response
to people without should be hospitality not service.   14

This hospitality is demanding in its call for inclusiveness, as well.  If God desires
all to become her/his sons and daughters, then Christians must accept the fact that
God would have us be sisters and brothers to each other as well.  

An old rabbi once asked his students how one could recognize the time when
night ends and day begins. "Is it when, from a great distance, you can tell a dog
from a sheep?" one student asked.  "No," said the Rabbi.  "Is it when, from a
great distance, you can tell a date palm from a fig tree?" another student asked. 
"No," said the Rabbi.  "Then when is it?" the students asked.  "It is when you
look into the face of any human creature and see your brother or sister there. 
Until then, night is still with us."15

The family of God must be open to everyone.  And this is nowhere seen better
than in the practice of Holy Communion.  The table must be open to all, after all, there
is enough for everyone.   Matthew Fox, quoting Shillibeexck, makes the same point:16

Meal-sharing in fellowship, whether with notorious  tax-collectors and sinners or
with his friends, casual or close, is a fundamental trait of the historical Jesus.  In
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that way Jesus shows himself to be God's eschatological messenger, conveying
the news of God's invitation to all - including especially those officially regarded
at the time as outcasts.17
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