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In April this year, | was in Lviv, Ukraine, to visit partners whose work with vulnerable families
is straddling the challenging divide between meeting the survival needs of a people living
amidst the dangerous uncertainties of ongoing war and trying to build a better, more
inclusive society for their clients and the country they love. The organization, TALK, works
with adults and youth who are non-verbal, and with veterans whose traumatic injuries from
war have diminished their capacity to communicate with their loved ones. The young
adults who created and lead this organization have been gifted with a vision of a better
future for their country, and for its most vulnerable citizens. We spent a full day with TALK,
learning about their network and projects, discussing their dreams for the work, trying out
their innovative technologies, listening to the stories of their clients. The war that shapes
their lives both limits and inspires them as, with the support of many denominations like
ours, they are hanging on by hope in community. Like Abraham and Sarah, whose story we
continue to explore this morning, they live in a desert in-between, yet blessed to be a
blessing, if only they can remain steadfast.

We rejoin Abraham and his wife Sarah on a drowsy summer afternoon where they are
passing time, passing the days of their lives, in the nowhere of a land where they do not
belong, wishing for something they no longer are sure can be theirs. Their lives are not what
they had dreamed, but they have made the best of it, even at the cost of the freedom of
others. In a sense, their entire lives has been groping after a dream, the dream that God
might visit a man and touch his life with blessing and belonging; but in the waning of years,
Abraham and Sarah have come to believe that God’s blessing is anillusion, and human
dreams become reality only when strong people take charge of their destiny with a hard
and practical sensibility.

Today, an old man is snoozing in the sun, hoping that things will, after all, work out well
enough, despite the long silence of God, despite the fading of the dream. Abraham has
made his own way and expects nothing and no one—yet when he opens his eyes, there are
three strangers before him, and new choices to be made.

When the New Testament tells Abraham and Sarah’s story with the privilege of hindsight,
their choices seem neither hurtful nor hard. The book of Hebrews says: By faith Abraham
obeyed when he was called to set out, and he set out, not knowing where he was going. By
faith he sojourned in tents, as in a foreign land. By faith he received the power of
procreation, though he was too old, because he considered God faithful. But according to
the stories in Genesis that precede and follow this morning’s text, the journey of Abraham
and Sarah toward their place as our ancestors in faith was not so much an unbroken
miracle of sainthood as it was the uneven struggles of deeply human lives, like each of our



own. Our lives are marked by moments of brokenness and failure as well as by blessing,
and so were those of Sarah and Abraham, if we read their stories carefully.

| have been thinking a lot about the human tendency to romanticize our shared stories, our
faith stories and also, as we approach our nation’s 250" birthday, our national narrative. |
was raised and educated around inspiring stories of bravery, exploration, and liberty that
helped me to love America the Beautiful but which failed to teach me the hard truths of
what our nation building cost indigenous peoples, enslaved peoples, and minoritized
communities. When we are in seasons of celebration, when we are feeling “blessed”, itis
often easier to remember our history in ways that minimize seasons of fear, harm, or
uncertainty. My faith formation was similar, leading me to see our biblical forebears as
saints whose lives and “blessedness” were something a regular human being like me could
never expect to achieve.

Nolan mentioned in his sermon las week that the Abrahamic catch phrase, “blessed to be a
blessing,” while meant to inspire our service, can instead lead us unintentionally into a
space of entitlement. We don’t always realize how subtle is the slide from gratitude at the
unexpected goodness of God to an expectation that life is meant to be this way; that
somehow, we deserve the blessings we have inherited, deserve them, in fact, more than
those who do not share our privilege. Sarah and Abraham, so very human and fallible as we
all are, learned this lesson through painful, shattering choices in the chapters to come. And
the bible is a gift that allows the good, bad and ugly of our faith history to be shared openly
but still invites us to hope and deep gratitude for the generosity of God’s mercy and grace.

The image on the front of our bulletin this morning was created to honor the meeting of
Abraham, Sarah and the three strangers, and to honor the choices we make in such
moments. | first saw this image when | was a pastor in Miami, Florida, during a season in
our own denomination’s life when welcoming LGBTQAI+ folks into the full community of
faith was seen as a rejection of biblical authority and forbidden by our Book of Order.
Queer folk were, simply, strangers we could not conceive of welcoming at our
denominational table: though some churches, More Light as HPC is now, had made a
different choice and were openly defying church law to try to live into God’s expansive, wild
welcome. Riviera was one such congregation. One hot summer Sunday, a stranger showed
up and sat, week by week, way in the back of the sanctuary. He wore the collar of a priest,
and tried to stay in the background. But when some of us asked, he shared his story.
Dominic was a Greek Orthodox priest, of Cuban heritage. He was also a gay man, and as he
came to realize that God had not granted him the calling of celibacy, he knew his life of
priesthood and his life-hope for a partner were in conflict. He left the priesthood for a time
to wonder and to wait, and while he waited, he met a member of our congregation and was
invited to church, and so he came, and received, as he was able, the hospitality of the
congregation. When he moved on, a few months later, he gave me the icon that is pictured
on our bulletin, one he described as central to the Greek Orthodox understanding of life
and faith. Domenic told me that the three men represent the Holy Trinity, who are
understood as an expression of unity and of hospitality. The practice of hospitality, he said,
is the core value of Christian faith, and he wanted me to have that symbol of God as token
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of the hospitality he had received in that sanctuary during a hard, barren season in his life.
A few days later, | was showing the icon to the women in our bible study group, and a new
attendee, Greek by birth, translated the words inscribed above the icon’s image: It says
“filioxenia,” she told us, “friendship with strangers, from “filio” —friend, and xenia, the
practice of hospitality to strangers. As she said it | recognized the core of both words—I
mean, | was supposed to still be able to read Greek!—but the second word, | knew only
from its more common use in the word “xenophobia.” | could not have imagined then, how
much more our national life would come to be shaped, from those days until now, by the
ugly realities of xenophobia, but here we are.

Xenia is described as the practice of hospitality that seeks with patience and openness to
receive and honor the unexpected guest; creating relationships of mutual respect in which
neither host nor guestis burdened; and is completed with the giving of gifts as the guest
departs. Xenia is the life we share with our new immigrant and refugee neighbors in
STITCH; itis our solidarity in the events of PRIDE, from supporting a trans child’s right to
life-affirming care to celebrating the joyful experiences of drag revival. Itis Alex Pretti, the
ICU nurse in Minneapolis, who paused in the midst of protesting ICE to assist an old lady
who had been pushed into the icy street, and who gave the gift of his life to protect hers.

Like you and like me, Abraham and Sarah have decisions to make, whether to hold on to the
life they have grasped and schemed and prayed to enjoy as the blessing of God; or to risk it
all, making themselves vulnerable by welcoming strangers: strangers whose questions will
irrevocably change the old couple’s world, not altogether for the better. They say, Sarah
your wife will have a son. They ask, is anything too wondrous for the Lord? Their presence
invites a hopefulness for which this old, settled family is sadly ill-suited. No wonder
Abraham had prepared Ishmael to serve as a second-best child of promise, after the long
silence of God; no wonder Sarah laughed and denied. The wonder is, rather, that after all
that long, dry and barren season Abraham rushed to have food prepared for strangers,
Sarah kneaded and baked bread, and both allowed the practice of xenia to silence the
practical voice of xenophobia. Together with those unexpected friends, they began with a
meal to prepare for a larger, more grace-filled life.

The fight Abraham and Sarah waged to live, authentically, a life of faith, practicing xenia,
was filled with setbacks and mistakes as well as with faith and the reward of life with the
child Isaac. Together, they lied and misled their neighbors. Together, they used and abused
Hagar, and in the end sent her and her son away with far less than even bare hospitality to
strangers demanded. They made poor choices for which other persons as well as they
themselves, paid a price. They were so very human, so much more like me, and like you,
than our Sunday School stories ever let on. AND. They were still, in the balance, people of
hospitality, the father and mother of our faith. Their failures did not prevent the work of
grace; did not bar the door to the divine Stranger. Flawed and fragile, they made choices to
be open to the stranger, to the possibility of angels among us, opening their hearts and
minds to the possibility of a future more generous, more hospitable than the present day.
Abraham begged God to let Ishmael be the child of promise, Sarah laughed and
disbelieved—but at the same time, they lived their lives as if they might have a son, after
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all. She did not guard the border of her mind or the border of her body and home so as to
prevent something new from taking root and growing. Though she had the xenophobic’s
fears, common to us all—that what is unknown could threaten or harm us—she did not
allow her fear to define her life practice. In the end, it was the practice of hospitality that
saved them, as | believe it may save us all, by God’s mercy.

In Lviv, Ukraine, after the amazing day we spent learning about the ministry of TALK, we
wanted to share our gratitude. We invited the team out to dinner, and shared a beautiful
meal and rich conversation. We could only offer the hospitality of our table to let them
know how much their work, and their risks, had moved us. But hospitality had more to offer
than we imagined. At the end of the meal, Lilia, the founder, put a huge backpack on the
table. Out of it, she drew four bottles of wine. She said, / didn’t know at first how to tell you
how much your presence and support mean to us, when life is so uncertain and our work,
so fragile. But now | have a way. | have searched and bought these four bottles of wine, one
for each of you to take home. And | need to tell you about them. The first is a bottle of white
wine from 2018, from a famous winery in Odessa. Russia has Odessa now, and this winery,
whose vines and production date back more than a hundred years, was bombed and
utterly destroyed. No one will ever have wine from that place again. The other three bottles
are from the Kherson region, an area where we at TALK have communities we support, even
though all of Kherson is under occupation. These wines are from 2024, the last release
before the vineyards went under occupation. We are told they are not yet destroyed, though
the vines are fallow while the war continues. We hope one day to drink wine from Kherson
in a free Ukraine. We offer you these bottles with our thanks, and ask that when you drink
them, you think of our struggle and our hope, and remember us. In seasons of blessing,
hospitality expands our joy. In times of struggle, mutual hospitality is the only way we
survive and thrive. In all seasons, let us come to the table of grace, leaving no one, stranger
or friend, behind. Amen.



