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We are continuing through the book of Acts - if you’ve been hanging out with us for a few weeks, you’ve heard Paul’s 
miraculous story of his conversion, been inspired to Speak Life with Tabitha, and wrestled with the fact that change was 
hard for Peter and it is for us, too.  

Today we meet Lydia and get to hear about the amazing impact that she and her family had on the spread of the gospel in 
the early church.  

First, let’s pray –  

Lord, be in our speaking and in our listening, and our hearts deepest understanding. Amen. 

You’re invited to listen to these words from the book of Acts, chapter 16, verses 9 through 15 –  

During the night Paul had a vision: there stood a man of Macedonia pleading with him and saying, “Come over to 
Macedonia and help us.” When he had seen the vision, we immediately tried to cross over to Macedonia, being convinced 
that God had called us to proclaim the good news to them. 

We set sail from Troas and took a straight course to Samothrace, the following day to Neapolis, and from there to Philippi, 
which is a leading city of the district of Macedonia and a Roman colony. We remained in this city for some days. On the 
sabbath day we went outside the gate by the river, where we supposed there was a place of prayer; and we sat down and 
spoke to the women who had gathered there. A certain woman named Lydia, a worshiper of God, was listening to us; she 
was from the city of Thyatira and a dealer in purple cloth. The Lord opened her heart to listen eagerly to what was said by 
Paul. When she and her household were baptized, she urged us, saying, “If you have judged me to be faithful to the Lord, 
come and stay at my home.” And she prevailed upon us. 

In the last sermon I preached at Westminster, I shared the story of Mashama Bailey and her restaurant in Savannah, Georgia. 
Mashama is featured in the Netflix series Chef’s Table – which is a series I just LOVE. I think it might be my new goal to 
preach my way through the series. So today, I’d like to highlight another chef’s story from this series. Her name is Asma 
Khan. Asma is from India and lives in London, England. Her restaurant, the Darjleeing Express, provides opportunities for 
Indian women to work and develop a sense of pride as never before. In a moment, we’ll watch the trailer for her episode –
I do want to mention that Asma is pretty critical of Indian culture, specifically of attitudes toward the birth of baby girls. 
Her experience is real, but I don’t want us, particularly those of us who are not very familiar with Indian culture, to assume 
that she speaks for every Indian when it comes to their opinion of women.  

I invite you to watch a snapshot of Asma’s story –  

Video Link: https://vimeo.com/322185426 

So something that doesn’t get mentioned in this brief trailer is how Asma began cooking. Asma is highly educated – she 
has both a law degree and a phd. She married another Indian man in England, and she was going through life just fine, but 
as she shares in the episode, she constantly felt like something was missing. She returned home to India for an extended 
visit, and her mother and relatives taught her to cook. Back in England, and with a newfound love for cooking, she invited 
a group of Indian women to her home who she also knew felt isolated, as she says, like, “strangers in a foreign land.” Along 
the way, she learned about supper clubs – an initiative where you host a group in your home for a full course meal. Hosting 
these supper clubs became her first passion. Eventually, her children expressed their displeasure with the fact that there 
were dinner parties in their home every night, so Asma knew she had to figure something else out. 

So she was inspired to open her restaurant. But the Darjleein Express is not just any Indian restaurant – it is one who’s 
mission is to employ Indian women who previously had little opportunity to work outside the home, much less work as 
chefs. A commitment to hospitality and inclusion forms the foundation of the restaurant.  



In the episode, Asma says, “There are no divisions in my kitchen or my restaurant.” And she quotes an old Indian saying 
that says, “The guest is an incarnation of God.” 

In our Scripture passage for today, we encounter Lydia, a woman who, like Asma, offers hospitality, and through this 
hospitality, makes a big impact. Lydia was also born into the patriarchal culture of the ancient Roman world. Despite the 
culture, Lydia lived a rather remarkable life. She’s described as a maker of purple cloth. Purple being an indicator of wealth 
in the ancient world, she was a wealthy businesswoman and the head of her household – which means she likely wasn’t 
married. Despite her success, something must have been missing for Lydia, because according to the story, “The Lord 
opened her heart” and she listened eagerly to the good news of grace that Paul shared with her. She was immediately 
baptized.  

And then her first act as a new Christian was an act of hospitality. To her, Paul and these other men were just a group of 
wandering strangers, but she implored them to come and stay at her home. And because of her hospitality to this group of 
strangers, her home was able to become a crucial launching point for Paul’s missionary work throughout Europe. 

Throughout Scripture and our Christian tradition, hospitality is associated with welcoming the stranger. In Romans 12, Paul 
reminds us in a section that my bible titles “Marks of the true Christian” to show hospitality to strangers. The book of 
Hebrews says, “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some have entertained angels without 
knowing it.”1 

Strangers, here are not just people you have not yet met – particularly people who look like, dress like, and tend to frequent 
the same restaurants as you. Strangers, as theologian Walter Brueggeman puts it, are “people without a place.”2 They are in 
the most vulnerable places  – ethicist Christine Pohl says that “this is the condition in which homeless people, displaced 
poor people, refugees, and undocumented persons find themselves.”3 Hospitality to strangers for these early Christians was 
then an act of risk that rose out of a moral and ethical framework mandated by the Christian community. 

Christine Pohl writes that historically, “Welcoming strangers into a home and offering them food, shelter and protection 
were the key components in the practice of hospitality.”4 But she also says that the meaning of this word – “hospitality” has 
changed drastically in the last 300 years. John Chrysostom, writing in the 4th century, was clear that Christian hospitality 
“should be face to face, gracious, unassuming, nearly indiscriminate, and always enthusiastic.”5 It was early Christian’s 
commitment to hospitality that led to the development of various institutions such as hospitals and places to care for the 
poor. These institutions were not separate from the church, but part of what it meant to be the church. Monks protected these 
institutions through the Middle Ages as distinctive expressions of Christian hospitality. During the Reformation, though, 
something changed – the Reformers associated these institutions more with the secular sphere, and gradually, as Pohl says, 
“the sacramental” (or the sense of God being present in these places) – the sacramental character of hospitality was 
diminished.”6  

Growing up in the South, I learned that hospitality looks something like the front of a Southern Living magazine. A 
hospitable host provides plenty of finger foods and works a crowd with ease. And while I’m not going to lie – I missed 
some good ol’ southern hospitality when I lived in New Jersey, I think it’s time that we be very clear with ourselves and 
reclaim a frankly, more exciting, understanding of hospitality. Our ability to throw a dinner party is not true hospitality. Are 
dinner parties bad? Absolutely not. Is opening your home to friends and family a bad thing? Quite the contrary. But if we 
think about hospitality as welcoming strangers as possible incarnations of God, are they really acts of hospitality? Probably 
not.  

Many of us find ourselves in places of privilege, and as Asma Khan says in the Netflix episode, “Being in a position of 
privilege, you have a duty to lift others up.” Offering hospitality to strangers lifts them up, But it’s likely we have to go out 
of your way to offer it.  
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I recently visited a church with all its signs in Spanish and English, certainly an intentional sign of hospitality. Many 
churches are installing single-stall restrooms to ensure there are convenient gender-neutral options available. Often, we try 
to avoid language in worship that has been used to exclude others. These are all signs of hospitality, and in my opinion good 
and easy choices to make to help a wide variety of folks feel welcome. But while these choices are a crucial part of 
hospitality, I’m not sure making these changes suddenly forms a community marked by hospitality.  

So – what does it look like to be a community marked by hospitality? Every community has to figure this out for themselves, 
but – I do think there have been a number of folks in recent years trying to reclaim hospitality as a crucial Christian practice 
who can be helpful to us as we discern. 

Saint Lydia’s church, a Lutheran church in New York City named after today’s biblical hero, is what they call a “dinner 
church.” Their services take place on Sunday and Monday evenings around tables and over dinner. According to their 
website, on the second Sunday of the month they have a morning service called “Waffle Church,” which is enough to get 
me there for sure.  I don’t know the pastors of St. Lydia’s, but I do know that any church plant initiative, particularly one 
that is beginning a church to bring together strangers, feels like a huge risk.  

The front page of their website says that “St. Lydia’s is a church where life is lived out around the table. A progressive, 
LGBTQ-affirming congregation … we are working together to dispel isolation, reconnect neighbors, and subvert the status 
quo. You are welcome here.”7 

This week, Lynn Turnage shared with the staff about 12 Baskets Café: Asheville Poverty Initiative. While not a church, the 
founder of the café is a UCC pastor. They are open 5 days a week, serving around 100 people each day. But here’s what’ 
amazing: 100% of the food they serve is reclaimed – that is, food from restaurants or grocery stores that otherwise would 
be thrown away. They invite anyone who wants to come to the café to come – whether it’s because they need a meal or 
simply need someone to share a meal with. I expect that every person who shows up at the 12 Baskets Café feels like they 
are taking a risk – their website makes it sound simple, but let’s be honest – sharing a meal with strangers is uncomfortable 
at best and frightening at worst.8 

Their website says, “Simply by sitting and eating with someone you might otherwise never bump into: Stereotypes are 
dismantled. Fear reduced. Hope empowered.”9 

In Greensboro, I’ve been amazed at the hospitality extended by A Special Blend Café, which opened on West Market Street 
last winter. I’m not sure if the owners of the café proclaim a particular faith – but I do think they are forming a community 
marked by hospitality. Their mission is to employ “adults with intellectual and developmental disabilities in a setting that 
interacts with the community.” I expect it took a great deal of courage and sense of call to risk enough start a business with 
such a unique mission. 

As their website says, they are “Brewing up a community of acceptance.” Indeed, a special place, I know some of you have 
volunteered at A Special Blend, and more of you have enjoyed cups of coffee there. 

So what does true hospitality look like? As these places teach us, I think it looks like newfound connections, reduced fear 
and stereotypes of the stranger, and renewed acceptance of those different from us.  

I am thankful to serve in a place like Westminster, where we strive to be a place marked by hospitality. I’m proud of our 
church’s refugee ministries – and I’ve loved being on the most recent Match Team with Church World Service. I love how 
many of us are invested in New Life Homes as they welcome babies infected with HIV/Aids, how many of us pour ourselves 
into our tutoring and mentor programs, how many of us go out of your way to welcome new folks into a neighborhood or 
retirement living community, and how many of us commit partnerships with places like Urban Ministries and many others 
who certainly welcome the stranger. 

But I do think we, and all communities, are always at risk for thinking we are a hospitable church just because we line up 
greeters for Sunday morning, throw a good block party, and are good at welcoming folks who look and think like us. So my 
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challenge – to all of us today - is to really consider what Christian hospitality looks like for you, both in our church 
community, and in our individuals lives. And then to risk enough to live into this vision.  

Do you regularly take risks to practice hospitality? Do you seek opportunities to welcome the stranger?  

My hunch is that if we are not involved in a type of hospitality that feels risky to us, the truth is, we probably aren’t really 
engaged with hospitality. Because Christian hospitality involves risk. 

May we learn to step outside our comfort zones. May we learn how to welcome the stranger, because in doing so, we might 
just meet the face of God.  

Amen. 

 

 


