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Wanted: Hospitality
In his book Will Our Children Have Faith? John Westerhoff 
posits that the only way a child can grow in spiritual maturity is 
within a community of faith. The members of this community 
of faith should view spiritual formation as a pilgrimage, in 
which the teacher and learner are engaged in the process of 
growing spiritually in a shared journey over time.

This metaphor of a shared pilgrimage is different from the 
metaphor of a production line, where educators do things 
to students to aid in their growth to spiritual maturity. It’s 
also different from the metaphor of a greenhouse, where 
teachers do things for students to help them grow spiritually. 
In the shared-pilgrimage metaphor, teachers do things with 
students to help them mature spiritually. The teacher is a 
co-pilgrim, journeying alongside the student. This does not 
mean that a teacher or parent stoops to become a child, but 
that he or she strives to be an adult in a young person’s life. 
Wearing a mantle of humility, the adult sends the message 
that all of us are on a pilgrimage of faith together. This is a 
key presupposition to establishing an authentic community 
of faith.

What does a healthy community of faith look like? Christian 
ethicist Christine Pohl gives four helpful conceptual hooks 
to help outline such a community: hospitality, gratitude, truth 
telling, and promise keeping. In last month’s issue of Christian 
School Comment I wrote about students I’ve met who have 
hearts of gratitude, and also about my own journey to 
cultivate gratitude. In this issue I would like to briefly discuss 
the concept of hospitality.

We offer hospitality when we welcome another person 
into a place that is important to us, a place that feels safe 
and comfortable. In that place the person experiences 
acceptance, friendship, and respect. It’s the biblical concept 
of shalom, and it goes much deeper than just having 
somebody over for dinner.

Communities where hospitality is a vibrant practice tap into 
deep human longings to belong, to find a place to share one’s 
gifts, and to be valued. The practice of hospitality reflects a 
willingness on the part of a community to be open to others 
and to their insights, needs, and contributions. Members of 

hospitable communities recognize that they are incomplete 
without other people and also that they have a treasure to 
share with them.

Hospitality is at the heart of the Christian life, drawing from 
God’s grace and reflecting God’s graciousness. In showing 
hospitality, we respond to the welcome God has offered and 
replicate that welcome in the world.

I have a vivid memory of my first experience with hospitality; 
it happened when I was just 12 years old. My parents were 
missionaries in Africa, and for middle school I had to go 
away to Rift Valley Academy in Kenya. I didn’t know a single 
person at the school, which was a three-day journey from 
home. I was petrified.

One of the things I was most afraid of was that I had never 
seen a combination lock, and I knew I’d have to open one to 
get into my locker. I was worried about what everyone was 
going to think of me—I mean, come on, what kid doesn’t 
know how to open a combination lock?

But a sixth-grade miracle took place. I met a young man 
named David Entwistle, who was the best looking, the most 
athletic, and the smartest student in the sixth grade. He was at 
the top of the pecking order; I was at the bottom. God tapped 
David on the shoulder and said, “I want you to befriend that 
skinny little boy.” And David obeyed. He reached out to me. 
He taught me how to open the combination lock, showed 
me all the classrooms, and introduced me to teachers. At that 
point in my life, God knew I needed somebody to look out 
for me. I’ll never forget the hospitality David showed me.

More recently I was blessed to experience a wonderful 
display of hospitality among high school seniors. My third 
son, Matthew, is a soccer player at one of the local Christian 
schools in Colorado Springs, where I live. He asked me to 
help coach his soccer team, and even though I didn’t feel I 
had time with my busy work schedule, I agreed. As a parent, 
when your 17-year-old asks you to get involved in his or her 
life, you take the opportunity!

The team had had a tremendous few years and was ranked 
number one in the state. But for my son’s senior year, I had 
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only three returning starters. The other teams in the state were 
licking their chops to get back at our team. I knew the only 
opportunity we would have to be competitive was if we were 
united. So using Philippians 2:1–11, I challenged the players 
to humbly consider others more important than themselves. 
Those young men bought into that countercultural message 
and had a magical season. By the end, they were number one 
in the state again.

The team members had impressed me by welcoming a Korean 
exchange student who was on the team—displaying a mind-
set of hospitality. For the end-of-the-season team banquet I 
asked my colleague, who was going to visit our ACSI office 
in Korea, to buy 14 Korean national soccer jerseys with 
our seniors’ numbers on them. I wanted to present a jersey 
to each of them. At the banquet I called up the Korean 
exchange student, Young Won Lee, first. I said, “Young Won, 
you’ve been embraced by this team. They have demonstrated 
hospitality to you. And I want to give you a Korean national 
jersey.” His eyes got huge, and his teammates clapped. Each of 
them was thrilled to receive a jersey.

The next morning my son wore his Korean jersey to school. I 
said, “Boy, Matthew, that’s kind of cool.” He said, “Yeah. All 
of us seniors are wearing our Korean jerseys today to honor 
Young Won.” What a shining example of a community of 
faith that demonstrates hospitality!

It is my prayer that both our Christian schools and our own 
families will demonstrate this kind of hospitality. May we 
fully accept and embrace “outsiders,” enabling them to sense 
their God-given value through our communities of faith.
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