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18 The Lord appeared to Abraham by the oaks of Mamre, as he sat at the entrance of his tent in 
the heat of the day. 2 He looked up and saw three men standing near him. When he saw them, 
he ran from the tent entrance to meet them, and bowed down to the ground. 3 He said, “My 
lord, if I find favor with you, do not pass by your servant. 4 Let a little water be brought, and 
wash your feet, and rest yourselves under the tree. 5 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.” So 
they said, “Do as you have said.” 6 And Abraham hastened into the tent to Sarah, and said, 
“Make ready quickly three measures of choice flour, knead it, and make cakes.” 7 Abraham ran 
to the herd, and took a calf, tender and good, and gave it to the servant, who hastened to 
prepare it. 8 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. 
9 They said to him, “Where is your wife Sarah?” And he said, “There, in the tent.” 10 Then one 
said, “I will surely return to you in due season, and your wife Sarah shall have a son.” And Sarah 
was listening at the tent entrance behind him. 11 Now Abraham and Sarah were old, advanced 
in age; it had ceased to be with Sarah after the manner of women. 12 So Sarah laughed to 
herself, saying, “After I have grown old, and my husband is old, shall I have pleasure?” 13 The 
Lord said to Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh, and say, ‘Shall I indeed bear a child, now that I am 
old?’ 14 Is anything too wonderful for the Lord? At the set time I will return to you, in due 
season, and Sarah shall have a son?” 15 But Sarah denied, saying, “I did not laugh”; for she was 
afraid. He said, “Oh yes, you did laugh.” 
 

The people of Baltistan live in a region described as the Rooftop of the 

World.  Let me explain. Baltistan is a rocky wilderness of around 27,000 

square miles with the largest cluster of mountains in the world and the 

biggest glaciers outside the Polar Regions. The Himalayas advance into this 

region from India, Tibet and Nepal, and north of them are the Karakoram 

Range. Baltistan is home to more than 20 peaks of over 20,000 feet including 

K2 (the second-highest mountain on earth). The Balti people are of Tibetan 

descent. They live in remote mountain villages with limited resources but an 
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abundance of cooperation which is necessary to survive the hard conditions 

that are part of daily life. It is important to know and trust your neighbors in 

these Balti villages. Your survival may depend on it.  Haji Ali, a village leader, 

describes what hospitality looks like at the Rooftop of the World: 

“The offering of tea is important among our people.  We have few 

resources but serving tea is a small sacrifice made to show hospitality to 

strangers and honor to friends. By repeating this ritual over time we build 

trust.  

The way we see it the first time you share tea with a Balti, you are a stranger. 

The second time you take tea, you are an honored guest. The third time you 

share a cup of tea, you become family.”  

Of course Haji does not mean that simply drinking three cups of tea with 

someone will make you like a member of the family. He means that it takes 

time for people to get to know one another, and simple rituals help over this 

process along. 

What’s the ritual you use to welcome a guest?  

I did some research this week on hospitality rituals and it seems that 

extreme locations around the world encourage deeper expressions of 

hospitality.   

Take Siberia, for example.  Madeline, a Fulbright scholar teaching English 

in Siberia while translating regional Russian poetry tells this story: 

This past week I experienced traditional Russian hospitality at its finest. 

Which means, of course, that on two consecutive nights I found myself taking 
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shots of vodka with two different Russian men over age eighty. First, my friend 

Alexei invited me to meet his grandparents. At 88, his grandfather has 

outlived the average Russian male by a whopping 25 years! He was a colonel 

in the Soviet Army.  After I marveled that he had never, in almost a century, 

met an American face-to-face, he popped open the champagne and ordered 

his wife to get the vodka from the kitchen. “I never thought I’d live to see an 

American at my dinner table,” he announced. “And now that I do, I have the 

urge to see her drink vodka!” 

Needless to say, I obliged, while the old man told me about the memoirs 

he’d been writing since 1974. He and Alexei’s grandmother also told me how 

they’d met: after the death of his first wife, she was sent to deliver him a 

package from Kazakhstan, and he asked her in for tea! It was a cute story.  

When it came time to leave, Alexei’s grandfather told me I must come again, 

to take a photograph with him in his full military garb. Needless to say, I can’t 

wait. 

The following night found me feeling very popular among the older set, 

as I was once again invited to dinner, this time by the dean of the 

international studies department at Tomsk State University. I entered Savely 

Volfovich’s flat through the dark, dingy back entrance and emerged to 

discover a cozy apartment and a feast awaiting us, the lucky guests!  The 

name of the vodka that evening was The Kindly Bear.  

The final stop on our extreme hospitality trail is a Bedoin community in 

the Sinai Desert.  I learned that a complete stranger passing by a Bedoin camp 
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could stay as long as 3 days without being asked where he is going.  He was 

considered and treated as a guest and enjoyed the clan’s full protection. In 

the vast silence and brooding solitude of the Sinai, simply encountering 

another person was an unusual and noteworthy event. A new face is cause 

for great interest, for acts of generosity and careful demonstrations of 

etiquette.  

Bedoin hospitality is extensively ritualized. Whenever an animal is 

slaughtered for a guest, men ritually sacrifice it in accordance with Islamic 

law. There’s another ritual for incorporating guests into the host’s household 

because in case of armed conflict, the guests must be protected as if they 

were family members. When guests arrive, they are welcomed and a rug is 

immediately spread out and they will first be served sweet tea in small 

glasses. 

Now it is time for the main ritual: The preparation of fresh cardamom-

spiced Arabic coffee. The beans are roasted and then pounded in a mortar. A 

large wooden coffee-grinder is not only used but also played by the Bedouins. 

A long beaked brass coffee pot is filled with water and the ground coffee 

mixed with cardamom seeds is poured into it. The mixture is brought to boil 3 

times and then it is left to settle for a few minutes. It is ritually served in tiny, 

egg shaped china cups. 

The first cup of coffee to be poured is tasted by the Bedouin host to let 

the guest feel safe. The second cup of coffee to be poured is tasted by the 



5 

guest himself. And then the third cup to be poured is for the enjoyment of the 

guest. 

Now we’ve got some insight into our scripture for today.  There is our 

friend Abraham sitting at the entrance of his tent in the heat of the day when 

suddenly three guests appear almost out of nowhere.  Who would be 

wandering around in the desert in the middle of the day, we wonder? Who 

indeed!  Abraham can’t wait to be the gracious host—there is water for foot 

washing, shade for resting, and the promise of bread fresh from the oven. We 

don’t read about Abraham asking a servant to roast and grind coffee beans 

but a servant is ordered to prepare a calf. No small undertaking.   

No doubt Abraham entertained his guests while the meal was being 

prepared so they got the small talk out of the way. After dinner the guests 

went straight to the heart of their visit which apparently wasn’t so accidental 

after all. Your wife Sarah is going to have a son, they told Abraham.  This is 

breaking news of several levels.  First, Sarah is past the age of childbearing so 

this is going to be a miracle baby. But even more important, God is reclaiming 

the divine promise made in Genesis chapter 12. You remember when Abram 

was called by God to leave his country and his kin so that God could make of 

him a great nation.  Abram was 75 when God commissioned him. Twenty five 

years have passed with no sign of God providing the heir apparent. Until 

now… as Abraham sits in the shade offering hospitality to strangers.   

How about that?  Just when Abraham was about to give up, God doubles 

down on the promise! We don’t know that hospitality was the reason for the 
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renewed promise but we do know that God turned an ordinary conversation 

between strangers into something holy and significant.  That happens again 

and again in scripture. 

Today we are challenged to consider our own small sacrifices of 

hospitality, the rituals that bring new relationships into our lives. When is the 

last time that you welcomed a guest who is now a friend?  How did you do it?  

What are your time honored rituals for incorporating new people into your 

life? 

The late Henri Nouwen was fond of saying “if there is any concept worth 

restoring to its original depth and evocative potential it is the concept of 

hospitality.”  It is one of the richest of all biblical concepts.  We read in the 

Old and New Testament that lives are changed through the Christian witness 

of hospitality. 

First, a word or two about Nouwen.  He was a Dutch Catholic priest, 

professor, writer and theologian. His interests were rooted primarily in 

psychology, pastoral ministry, spirituality, social justice and community. After 

nearly two decades of teaching at distinguished academic institutions 

including the University of Notre Dame, Yale Divinity School and Harvard 

Divinity School, Nouwen left academia to work with mentally and physically 

handicapped people at the L'Arche Daybreak community in Richmond Hill, 

Ontario.  It was the Daybreak community that taught the priest about 

hospitality. 
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One of Nouwen’s most profound books is titled Reaching Out:  The 

Three Movements of the Spiritual Life. Listen to the way he describes his 

quest:  

In the midst of a turbulent, almost chaotic life we are called to reach out with 

courageous honesty to discover who we really are, to reach out with relentless 

care to fellow human beings, to reach out with increasing prayer to God.  To 

do that we have to face and explore our inner restlessness, our mixed feelings 

toward others, and our deep-seated suspicions about the absence of God. 

It’s not an either-or pilgrimage for Nouwen. He believes the life we seeks 

as followers of Jesus requires us to pay attention to all three expressions of 

our spiritual life. But I want you to hear what he teaches about hospitality 

because I find it to be remarkable.   

Nouwen suggests that biblical hospitality means primarily the creation of 

an open space where the stranger can enter and become a friend. The 

purpose of hospitality is not to change people, to bring someone over to our 

side, to practice educated intimidation with good books, good stories and 

good works. Hospitality is not a subtle invitation to adopt the life of the host, 

instead it is encouraging our guest to find his own life. 

The stories about hospitality we read in the Bible not only teach us that 

we are called to welcome the stranger, but they also tell us strangers come 

carrying precious gifts with them, which they are eager to reveal to a 

receptive host.   
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Because Abraham provided hospitality to three strangers, he received the 

news he had almost stopped praying for.  Because Sarah made space for 

these travelers, she was soon doubled over with laughter at the promise they 

delivered.  In fact Sarah laughed so long and so hard that they decided to 

name their soon Isaac, which mean “he laughs.”   

 This morning we have scattered around us welcome baskets of 

household items for international students who will soon arrive at MSU. Each 

basket contains two mugs—all kinds of mugs because all kinds of people 

selected items for these baskets.  Imagine how these students far from home 

will set up housekeeping in their apartments and host guests in the days 

ahead, pouring cups of tea or coffee and practicing the hospitality rituals they 

learned in their countries of origin.  May God bless the strangers who become 

honored guests and then family in the course of this semester. 

 Let’s also give thanks to be part of this congregation that has been a 

place of hospitality for more than 125 years. Thank God for our members who 

have created a welcoming space where men and women and young people 

could discover for themselves their place in God’s plan. May God continue to 

guide us and use us as we practice biblical hospitality for years to come! 


