
What If They Change Us? 
Rev. Matt Landry 
August 12, 2018 
 
Scripture: Genesis 18:1-8 
 
 
If you have been in my office anytime in the last three years, you have probably noticed my 
collection of Orthodox and Catholic iconography. I’m a visual person, as you would notice in my 
office, and I love pictures and images that remind me to see the divine all around me. There is 
one image that would you notice that hangs on my door. It’s an image that appeared one day, 
posted there by a stranger, of the three strangers, some say angels, who visited Abraham. It’s 
the famous image written, not painted, as icons are written by prayer not drawn or painted, but 
it was written in the 15th Century by the Russian artist, Rublev. Rublev’s icon is known by a few 
names, The Trinity and The Hospitality of Abraham. It is often regarded as one of the highest 
achievements in Russian art and it is a beautiful piece. You have a copy of it on the front your 
bulletin this morning. I was hoping you would notice!  
 
While it’s a beautiful piece of art to look at it, the icon also has a lot of symbolism and meaning 
in it. It shows the three guests invited by Abraham to rest under the large trees of Mamre during 
the heat of the day, and they were welcomed, but not only welcomed to rest, but to relax, be 
refreshed, drink, and eat in their midst. I love the way the image invites you to the table with the 
three angels, almost in a way where you relax and can be refreshed yourself. The image speaks 
to the scene in Genesis, but it also goes deeper, it communicates a triune image one that 
Rublev paints in a way to display the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. You might notice the different 
colors on the guests. One of them is dressed in gold, which represents the Father, gold being 
perfection, fullness, and wholeness. The next guest is dressed in blue, representing Christ, who is 
also holding up two fingers bringing together divinity and humanity. The third guest is wearing 
green, showing us the Spirit, showing that all things grow from the Spirit.  
 
Just as the icon communicates to us The Hospitality of Abraham, it also speaks to us the divine 
hospitality of God. In the life and reign of our Triune God, we find radical divine hospitality, where 
we are welcomed to receive grace, love, and forgiveness. We are invited to the Trinity’s table, 
but I would argue that we’re not just invited and welcomed, but we are given hospitality. And if 
we are welcomed and given hospitality by God, then we are invited to offer others the same 
welcome and hospitability we receive.  
 
To welcome is a word of kindly greeting. Every Sunday morning we have a time when we are to 
welcome others with the peace of Jesus Christ. It’s a ritual that tends to be a time in many 
congregations, where we quickly catch up with one another before someone pushes us along 
to the next bolded section in our bulletin, but the actual intent of the peace is to be a time of 
welcoming each other into the peace of Jesus. For many of us we shake hands and say 
“Peace,” which is certainly appropriate. You may have noticed those of us up front, especially 
when the choir is back, giving the peace sign to one another. I suppose that’s fine too. The point 
is to welcome with peace.  
 



Several years ago, when I was traveling with my seminary for a cross culture trip to South Korea 
and Japan to study culture and religion, our seminary group was given the warmest welcome 
one could imagine. After a long flight we were exhausted; ready to eat and sleep, but as we 
walked off the bus at Bupyeong Methodist Church just outside of Seoul, there was a group of 
church people who lined the walk way to greet us. They not only said, “Annoyeonghaseyo” 
many times, which is a common greeting, but they started clapping for us. I felt like I was Lebron 
or someone special. That was the point, but it didn’t stop there. It was a kind greeting, yes, but 
we were quickly ushered into a room where there was a great feast of Korean delicacies 
prepared for us along with gifts to welcome us to Korea. They were the most hospitable 
Christians I have ever met.  
 
To offer hospitality is to give a friendly and generous reception of guests, visitors, or strangers. This 
takes welcome to another level. Abraham in Genesis offers us a great example. In the heat of 
the day, which is exhausting for any of us, Abraham jumps to his feet to welcome his visitors. Not 
to mention his recent surgery. Did you see what Genesis 17 is about? It’s the circumcision of 
Abraham. We’ll never read that passage the same again. Even while Abraham is recovering 
from his, we’ll say surgery, he jumps to his feet and gets to work on offering his guests water to 
wash, rest under the tree, and he uses the finest flour to bake bread and the best choice, tender 
calf to offer to his guests. He’s offering them St Elmo’s not White Castle, no offense to those who 
like White Castle, but certainly you will notice a difference.  
 
It’s clear that Abraham’s desire is to offer gracious hospitality, which sets up a contrast to the 
next chapter, Genesis 19, when the citizens of Sodom do not show hospitality. Abraham’s 
nephew, Lot, shows gracious hospitality to strangers that arrive in his midst, but it’s the people of 
Sodom who show no hospitality at all, in fact they are inhospitable to the guests. Even Jesus said 
in Matthew, “If anyone will not welcome you or listen to your words, leave that home or town 
and shake the dust off your feet. 15 Truly I tell you, it will be more bearable for Sodom and 
Gomorrah on the day of judgment than for that town.” Jesus is speaking here to the sin of 
Sodom being inhospitality, they did not welcome.  
 
To show hospitality is to welcome or greet, but it’s also to listen, show compassion, be in 
relationship with, and not become anger with others as we get to know their experiences, 
beliefs, or questions. Do those topics sound familiar at all? Over the last three weeks, Steve and I 
have preached on those topics, which I believe easily takes us to hospitality. How are we doing 
in showing hospitality as individuals and as a church? Following worship this morning, I want us to 
offer the peace of Christ again as we prepare to leave. Send each other out into the world with 
the peace of Jesus. Extend a peace to everyone around you. I know we want to touch base 
with friends and we often flock to those we know best, but take the time to get to know 
someone new today or next Sunday. Welcome everyone around you. When you think about our 
hospitality as a church, you might also be thinking about the delightful doughnuts we offer every 
Sunday. I’m trying to cut back, but my son every Saturday evening reminds me that tomorrow, 
Sunday, is doughnut day. Again, that’s not a bad thing, great conversation can happen with a 
doughnut and a cup of coffee and I’m glad we offer our finest flour and give out some of our 
best bread in the form of doughnuts, somewhat similar to Abraham, but I think we can go 
another level in the hospitality we offer.  
 



On the surface it can be easy to say that we are welcoming or hospitable, but to truly be 
hospitable means that we offer everyone a space where every person feels comfortable 
enough that transformation can take place. Henri Nouwen wrote extensively on this topic of 
hospitality by writing that “hospitality is not to change people, but to offer them space where 
change can take place. It’s not to bring men and women over to our side, but to offer freedom 
not disturbed by dividing lines. The paradox of hospitality is that it wants to create emptiness, not 
a fearful emptiness, but a friendly emptiness where strangers can enter and discover themselves 
as created free….not a subtle invitation to adopt the life style of the host, but the gift of a 
chance for the guest to find his own.” 
 
Deep down I think we’re a little timid to offer authentic hospitality. If we really welcome and 
included everyone who entered our lives, it might change us, but maybe we need to be 
changed or at least opened. Maybe we can learn something new from those who see and 
experience the world and faith differently than we do, but that also means that we must be 
willing to listen, to show compassion, and to not be angry when disagreements arise. I think those 
are true markers of hospitality. The question for all of us together is this: are we willing to welcome 
everyone, recognizing that it might in fact change us? Are we willing to change alongside of 
any and everyone who wants to journey with us? 
 
When you welcome new people into your lives, you might find that what they share with you will 
in fact change you. Sarah laughed at the news the guests brought to her, that Sarah, who was 
past the age of childbearing, would have a son. She laughed at the thought. Yet, the news that 
her guests brought changed her life and Abraham’s life. That can be the hospitality that we 
offer not only guests, but one another where we live our lives open to receive the gifts we all 
bring with us. I suppose we often think of it in the context of new people, but really, hospitality is 
about giving everyone the room to grow, learn, and be loved. “The beginning of love is to let 
those we love be perfectly themselves and not to twist them to fit our image. Otherwise we love 
only the reflection of ourselves we find in them,” wrote Thomas Merton. Hospitality is not about 
twisting people to fit our collective image, but to love them enough that they can be who God 
has created them to be.  
 
Franciscan Richard Rohr defines hospitality as a form of love, just as I have said that listening and 
compassion are acts of love, hospitality is a form of love where we give up a little bit of what we 
define as truth for the sake of relationships. It means that we open our lives to one another. We, 
as the church, need to move from hostility to hospitality, where we interact with each other in a 
way that welcomes and respects the experiences and opinions of others rather than positioning 
our faith in a defensive manner feeling like we have to defend the church or even Jesus.  
 
What if they change us? They being the guests or angels who visited Abraham and Sarah, they 
being the Trinity Father, Son, and Holy Spirit speaking to us and dazzling us every day, they being 
new people God brings into our church and our lives, they being all of us. What if they change 
us? I think we’ll find our lives enlightened by the guests we receive. You never know who they 
might be, guests, angels, or maybe someone divine. I’m pretty sure an encounter like that would 
change us, but to have an encounter like that we have to open our lives to one another, 
offering space to love, learn, and grow with no judgments, only grace, only love. That’s 
hospitality that would change us.  



 
At a conference several years ago I had the chance to meet a person whose music has deeply 
touched me over the years. Mark Miller teaches at Drew Seminary in New Jersey and it’s been a 
great joy to consider him a friend since that first meeting. This morning we’re going to close 
singing Mark’s dream for the church. Let’s walk together, let’s talk together, let’s dream together 
of the day when we join our hands to pray singing welcome, welcome to this place. You’re 
invited to come and know God’s grace. All are welcome the love of God to share, because all 
of us are welcome here; may all be welcome in this place.  
 
Let us pray:  
Welcoming and hospitable God, we are sojourners in this world, but you invite us to be your 
guests and not just guests, but your children. You lavishly offer us your hospitality and lovingly 
welcome us into your family. What you offer us is life changing, it changes us. You have shown us 
that providing hospitality to others opens a doorway into the Kingdom of God and into a space 
that changes our lives. Remind us that when we offer a welcome and hospitality to others, we 
are receiving Christ into our midst and so fulfilling the law of love. May you open our hearts to 
embrace the guest, the stranger, the friend and you into our lives and it may it open us and 
change us, as offer this prayer to you in the name of Jesus the Christ our Lord. Amen.   
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