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As most of you probably know, this congregation has been home for the past week to a family that is currently without a permanent home of their own.  As part of the Interfaith Hospitality Network, a coalition of area congregations that ban together to provide a homeless family with shelter, meals, and support services, this church hosted Vidal and Diasha Cardona and their five young children.  I asked some of the volunteers that offered hospitality to the family during this past week to share some of their experiences with me.  

One thought that was expressed again and again was that the experience of getting to know the family, of preparing and eating meals with them, of playing with the children, of talking with them about their dreams for the future, was all more rewarding than could have been anticipated.  Joan Hunter said that “we are truly getting more than we are giving.”  This sentiment was echoed by many of the volunteers.

Spending Thanksgiving week with the Cardona family allowed many of the volunteers to reflect upon what they were grateful for in their own lives and remark upon the fact that the Cardona family was really no different from their own families.  Spending time with the Cardonas highlighted the fact that simply knowing where you are going to sleep tonight is a blessing that should not be taken for granted.  More than anything, though, it seemed to me that all of the volunteers were thankful for the chance to get to know such a loving and hopeful family.  

Judy Davis said that, as a child of the Great Depression, she remembers, “homeless, hungry men knocking on my Grandmother's door, offering to do work for a meal. She ran a boarding house across from the railroad station, so it happened quite often. She always gave them something to do, and followed with a good hot meal. She believed that charity begins at home. I guess that belief got passed along to me.  Hospitality means making people feel welcome and wanted in your home. That has been easy with the family we have. The parents are lovely people, devoted to their children, and they make welcoming them a very easy job.  Both parents are working hard to get their family out of "the current situation," as the father calls it. Their children are just like any other children; laughing and happy most of the time, and crying at other times. What I didn't expect from the experience was to be involved with people who were so positive about their future, and so loving with their children that the little ones seem to accept the situation and the strangers around them with great aplomb.”

Gage Heath-Swanson wrote to me saying, “We met a family who was filled with cheerfulness, with love for each other, for God, and for the strangers who were trying to make them feel like welcome guests. The father, Vidal, was a builder by trade, a husband and a loving father.

 
While he washed dishes and we dried, Vidal talked about the woman whose house he was currently building, an Italian woman who took great joy in feeding the father and the other workers with Italian delicacies for lunch. He was sensitive to her need to express her feelings with food. And then he talked about all the Puerto Rican specialties that he loved to cook for his family when they were at home, and how he looked forward to doing that again soon. “We’re just going through a process right now, but it will get better soon”, he said. We swapped recipes and he talked about how cooking meant giving, loving, sharing to him.

 
The mother, Diasha, divided her time between caring for her five young children and the devout prayers that were an important part of each day. And she thanked us, each one of us, when we first met. “God bless you for helping” she smiled at us, thanking us several times each again before the family went off to “bed” in the re-habbed church classrooms upstairs.

 
I thought about how she had said that, in her church, praying was the key to everything in her very personal relationship with God, and that every home was expected to have a center, a “heart”, where everyone prayed regularly. In their home, she said “our bedroom was the center, the heart”. I wondered if our made-over classrooms were “heart” enough. At least, I thought, they have a few moments there, alone together, without all the well-meaning helpers.

 
But I still thought what unutterable joy it would be for them to get back to a place with a bedroom which was the heart of her intense relationship with God; with a kitchen where Vidal could cook wonderful and generous things for his family and friends; where they could welcome their guests, not always having to thank endless numbers of strangers, day after day, person after person after person. Back to a place that was home.” 
So much about practicing hospitality centers around ideas of home, welcome, and gratitude.  As David Rynick wrote in our first reading about the spiritual practice of hospitality, encountering another person and welcoming them just as they are offers us an opportunity to open our hearts and our spirits to the world in its entirety.  “We can use our practice of hospitality,” Rynick writes,  “to encounter ourselves and our world in all their vividness and particularity: right here, right now, with this person in front of me.”  This statement embodies the unique gifts and lessons that are inherent in practicing hospitality.  By offering welcome, we allow ourselves to be welcomed in return.  By being present for just one person, we find that we are more present for the rest of the world.  Kathleen Norris, the author of our second reading, reminds us hospitality has a way of breaking through our insularity.  Through hospitality, we engage with the world and discover things there that we never would have if we remained inwardly focused.  

Hospitality is all about relationships.  At the very least, it requires us to pay attention to the relationship we have with person to whom we are offering hospitality.  It also requires us to take a closer look at the relationship we have with the broader community because offering hospitality means on some level we are demonstrating in an active way that each person deserves to be welcomed and is deserving of our attention.  Practicing hospitality is also a powerful personal act because the welcome you offer is often reciprocal in nature.  You are welcomed in return and your spirit feels more at home in your own life because of it.  

Perhaps more than anything, practicing hospitality reminds us that we are all part of the same human family.  Only through our relationships with others can we really experience this spiritual truth.  We are family.  All of us. Together.  Practicing hospitality allows us to express our appreciation and gratitude for our extended human family.

Jeff Barton had this reflection to share about his time volunteering with IHN, “After we ate, we all cleaned up together.  No one asked anyone to do anything in particular, we just all lent a hand together, much as any family does at the end of a meal.  Then, we all just stayed in the kitchen, sitting around the center island talking.  The Cohens came by to visit and joined us in the kitchen.  Eventually, the desserts came out and we all just helped ourselves and sat around the center island in the kitchen, ate and continued to talk together.  Then, Jonah and his father came by to say hi and they joined us in the kitchen.  Then, the Cantors came, as they were scheduled to be the overnight hosts.  So, they joined us in the kitchen talking.  And, no one left.  The Cohens were only going to stay about an hour before going home to have their dessert.  Two hours later, there they were.  Helen was going to leave around 6 pm to join some friends for dessert; 8pm and there she was.  We were going to leave once the Cantors arrived.  8:30 and there we were.  No one wanted to leave.  It was fun.  It was fellowship.  It was family.

Looking upon the scene in the packed kitchen, Vidal Cardona, said to me that it is hard for his family to express their gratitude for our, and the other churches’, hospitality have shown his family.  And then he brought it all together for me.  He said that first of all, we are all family in the eyes of the Lord.  And looking upon all those crammed into the kitchen, he said that clearly our church was a family, come together to share our love with each other.  And, he thanked me and asked me to thank all those in our church for welcoming his family into our family on a day that is meant to be shared among family.  I was touched by his sentiment as well as the correctness of his words.  We are a family – the members of our church – one in which we are loved and accepted and celebrated to be members of.  And, Vidal was right.  His family had been welcomed into ours and is now a part of it.  On the way home, my girls thought about their day and said that we should make sure that our church has Thanksgiving week on the IHN calendar next year and that if the Cardona family has their own apartment next year, they should be invited to share Thanksgiving with us at the church again.  I couldn’t agree more.”

As we continue to practice hospitality both within this congregation and in our daily lives during this holiday season, let’s remember that the welcome we offer another person is also the welcome we extend to ourselves and to the rest of the world.

Amen and Blessed Be. 
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