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To my Father and Mother


who, with their unconditional love,


have made me understand that


hospitality is a GIFT which enlarges the heart.




Preface


Timothy Radcliffe OP


 


Claudio Monge addresses one of the key questions of today with an extremely ancient text from the deepest roots of our civilisation, Genesis 18, in which Abraham welcomes the three strangers who come to his tent and announce the conception of Isaac. Today, when millions are in movement, fleeing war and poverty, the question of how we are to receive strangers is urgent and inescapable. Monge explores this text through the traditions of three religions—Judaism, Christianity and Islam—which claim the assent of approximately half of the population of the world. Yet these three religions, all looking back in one way or another to Abraham, are often strangers to each other. If we could offer welcome to each other, what a powerful sign of hope this would be for our conflict torn world!


Monge sketches a ‘theology of hospitality’ which should, according to the great Jesuit theologian, Henri de Lubac, require ‘a firmly rooted openness; the necessity for a discernment that precedes the reception [of the other]; and the demand for a real courage that effects the engagement’. Any true hospitality implies that one’s identity is both respected and yet that one is summoned beyond the limits of one’s present self-understanding to discover a deeper sense of who one is in relationship with the other. So giving a welcome to the stranger implies both bingan expression of who one is and yet accepting to become more.


Hospitality is open to the discovery of friendship. For Christians this finds its culmination in the improbable friendships of Jesus, who ate and drank with prostitutes and tax collectors, sinners and holy people, lawyers and the marginalised. The story of Abraham’s welcome to the strangers who come to his tent in the heat of the day is an invitation to us to reach out in friendship beyond our boundaries to share the gifts of our faith and receive those of others.


At his episcopal ordination in 1981, Blessed Pierre Claverie OP, the bishop of Oran, said to his Muslim friends, ‘I owe to you also what I am today. With you in learning Arabic, I learned above all to speak and understand the language of the heart, the language of brotherly friendship, where races and religions commune with each other. And again, I have learned the softness of heart to believe that this friendship will hold up against time, distance and separation. For I believe that this friendship comes from God and leads to God.’1


How in hospitable friendship do we remain true to who we are and yet with the courage to become more? The first quality that de Lubac proposes is rootedness, which suggests the image of a tree. The history of salvation stretches from the Tree of Life in the garden of Eden to the tree of the cross. The final chapter of the New Testament gives us again the Tree of Life, ‘with its twelve kinds of fruit, producing its fruit each month: and the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations.’ (Rev 22:2). In Ezekiel, Israel is compared to a great cedar tree (Ezek 17:22–24). Jesus compares the Kingdom of heaven to a mustard seed which becomes a tree which is hospitable to the birds of air which come to make their nests in it (Matt 13:31–32).


So the deeply biblical image of the tree might help us to understand the dynamics of hospitality. Outside my window, there is a beautiful white beam tree. Through the year I observe its changes in each season. It remains itself, a white beam from its highest leaf to his deepest root. It is, one might say, one body, a single nature. If it were not, it would decay and die. But it is also alive in being open to what is not itself. It is open to sun and rain, to the nourishment of the soil and linked with other organisms through a vast underground network of fungal connections, the mycorrhizal network. Without this Wood Wide Web, it would die. It is the home to insects and birds. We witness the flourishing of the tree at these points of interconnection with what is other, especially its leaves, roots and bark. Here it is most itself in its exposure to what is other.


Similarly faith is most alive when it most deeply embraces its own traditions while becoming open to other ways of viewing the world, other religions and even the imagination of creative people who adhere to no faith at all. New life happens most vividly in these encounters as the welcome offered to the strangers led to the fertility of old Sarah and Abraham and the fulfilment of God’s promise to the nations.


Sometimes the challenge for a community of believers is primarily to remain rooted in its own tradition and to cherish the unity of the body, the bonds which unite us to our brothers and sisters in our own faith. At other times, new life is found rather in turning outwards, in the adventure of hospitality those who are ‘other’, as Pierre Claverie loved to say.


At some moments in the history of all the Abrahamic faiths the imperative has been to befriend the stranger who is a foreigner. At other times, of persecution or division, the stranger might rather be the brother or sister in the faith from whom one is alienated, so that the community can remain strong. Jesus embodied a radical welcome to those who were estranged from the Lord, but we see in the gospels only the beginnings of a reaching out beyond Israel. Monge shows that by the time of the Didache in the second century, the emphasis had turned to the stranger who was a member of the household of faith: ‘Welcome anyone coming in the name of the Lord.’ Perhaps both forms of hospitality, internal and external, are always needed, with the emphasis changing from time to time.


Should a Christian hope and pray for the conversion of the other to his or her own faith? Or does true hospitality imply that one must renounce that wish? I have heard brethren champion both of these opinions. Pierre Claverie always claimed that all true conversation is conversion, in the first place my own! His friendship for Muslims in Algeria led to a profound conversion of his personal Christian faith. Perhaps all that one can aspire to is to have the confidence to offer the gifts of one’s own faith to others, and the humility to receive the gifts they bring. What happens in that encounter is in the hands of the Lord. One cannot anticipate what unexpected fertility will result in, as Sarah and Abraham discovered.


 


1. A Life poured out; Pierre Claverie of Algeria¸ by Jean-Jacques Pérennès OP (Maryknoll: Orbis, 2007), viii




Foreword


by Enzo Bianchi, Prior of Bose


 


‘Civilization took a decisive step, perhaps the decisive step, the day on which the stranger (hostis) ceased being an enemy and came to be seen as a guest (hospes) . . . The day on which a guest will be recognized in the stranger, something will have changed in the world.’ Thus wrote Jean Daniélou, and this affirmation radically qualifies what we call today ‘Western civilization’. In fact, hospitality as it was practiced and is practiced among the semi-nomadic populations of the Middle East, seems increasingly more difficult today: we are losing an ancient custom present in all cultures as a sacred duty; the market has even taken ownership of hospitality, depriving it of its quality as a free gift and making of it a commercial enterprise, so that only those who have financial means are able to offer hospitality.


If this is true regarding a hospitality sporadically given and received such as during a visit to a foreign country, what has become of that hospitality which is a localized and the stable acceptance of another, that opening of one’s heart, in addition to one’s dwelling, to the person who presents himself as a stranger? Today the presence of foreigners in our society is no longer occasional or seasonal but consistent and stable. And, unlike what happened with the migratory fluxes of the last two centuries, foreigners come from countries, cultures, and religions very different from our own and even from each other, thus constituting a pluralistic presence. As a result, many ‘autochthons’ (those who live where they were born) feel threatened not only in terms of employment and safety, but in their cultural and religious identity as well, to the point that foreigners arouse fear. Thus, a fear of diversity and the renunciation of cultural, moral, religious and social forms different from one’s own end are driving us with an ever-increasing speed toward a sphere of privatization, isolation, and the non-acceptance of the other, perhaps by disguising it as a guarding of one’s own identity.


It should also be recognized that, gradually, this attitude of mistrust and defence tends to pervert all our relationships, so that we cease the practice of hospitality even with those whom we can literally define as ‘a neighbor,’ one who is ‘closer’ to us, who lives with us, sharing the same language and the same culture. So our homes increasingly resemble fortresses: we have become progressively dominated by a mentality that gradually narrows its confines and withdraws from what appears as ‘other,’ someone unknown, new, and different. We then begin to think of hospitality only as addressed to those we invite, but the invitee is not a guest, nor are the gestures toward him the fruits of hospitality.


The ‘Other’, the real other, in fact, is not the one we choose to invite into our home—perhaps with the intimation that we might be invited in return (cf Lk 14:13)—but the one who appears, not chosen by us; one who comes to us led by the events of life. The other is one who stands before us as a presence asking for acceptance of his irreducible diversity. It matters little if he or she belongs to a different ethnic group, to another faith, to another culture: they are human beings, and this should be enough to ensure that we welcome them. To give hospitality, in fact, means to humanize our own humanity. We are either aware that each one of us, since coming into the world, is himself/herself a guest of the human condition; or, if not, hospitality becomes relegated as a duty to be fulfilled. This is perhaps a significant gesture at an ethical level, but located on a fundamentally extrinsic level, incapable of responding to the profound vocation of each person to fulfill his or her own humanity by welcoming the humanity of the other.


In fact, the way hospitality is understood and lived reveals the degree of civility of a people; it does not depend on technological capabilities or economic wealth, but on the level of respect for the dignity of every human person. Thus, in practicing hospitality one does par excellence the work of humanisation, as St. Benedict so well understood. In his Rule he asks the monk to show the guest ‘every humanity’ (RB 53.9), that is, what is properly human.


For all these reasons, the pages proposed by Claudio Monge are extremely valuable. His refined biblical expertise, his knowledge of history and theology, his anthropological and interreligious sensitivity allow him to offer an unpublished ‘summa’ of hospitality, conceived as a qualifying element in human relationships and the inner dimension and relationship with God that each one of us preserves in his or her own life. The basic reference to God as a guest; the correlation of the revealed and ritualistic aspects of hospitality that situate it in a sacred space; the concept of hospitality as a bridge, fragile yet indispensable, between different worlds; and respect for the distinctiveness of the other—constitute so many opportunities in everyday living which, far from being outdated, are instead essential elements of our human condition. If all this must concur in preventing a ‘guest’ from becoming an ‘enemy’, the newfound awareness that emerges with clarity from these pages will in turn free the reader from himself becoming an ‘enemy’ in an inhospitable society.


Bose, Tuesday of Holy Week


Memorial of the anointing at Bethany




Prologue


 


These pages represent the compendium of a long journey of more than fifteen years. It would be simplistic to define this journey as exclusively intellectual, because it would be unthinkable without frequent visits to the Middle East, in particular to Turkey, the second Holy Land of Christianity, the ancient Asia Minor of biblical history, with its overwhelming Muslim population today. In short, I could not have even conceived the idea of such a comparative analysis on hospitality without the daily experience of the surprising oriental welcome, which has minimised the significant impact of two worlds so culturally distant, yet so geographically close.


The need to reflect on the idea and practice of hospitality is therefore called for by a stringent existential actuality. The fact is that, for some years now, the theme of hospitality has been the subject of numerous publications, studies, contributions, and gatherings with protagonists of various opinions and expertise convening to give answers to questions related to the challenge of living together in the complex society of our contemporary world. It is precisely by letting ourselves be questioned by these complexities that we become aware that the challenge of hospitality is not merely economic or political but also spiritual. The same permanent reality of an ‘existential Exus,’ provoked by the precariousness of living in times of crisis, raises a pressing question: How do we preserve hope in these difficult and adverse times? Surely, this hope cannot exist unless it is first supported by the recognition of a fundamental human dignity, because no migrant in search of a safe haven, faced with an uncertain economic system, can be generically reduced to ‘a faceless mass condemned by history,’ a mere statistical data, an embarrassing dossier among others.


Of course, we must recognise that the fragility of life forces us to take more seriously into account that ‘ontological otherness’ that characterises us as men and women in search of relationship, without which a credible practice of hospitality would not be possible. This foreignness is minimized, first of all, by the irreducible dissimilarity we encounter when confronted by ‘the other than myself’, but also with respect to ‘that other within myself’ whom, at times, we struggle to appropriate in order to be able to offer oneself as a gift to those we meet.


‘Writing about hospitality is a vital component in rescuing us from the shipwreck of non-being as we live it today.’1 This may be precisely because hospitality is woven into the fabric of our life, an ancient and noble word that defines the mutual interdependence of creatures. Existence is not a right; it is first of all a debt. The believer knows that we are indebted to God over and beyond history and the human contributions of so many. In essence, the believer knows that we exist ‘in alliance with others’ but this is only possible when we resist the temptation of withdrawing into oneself to judge the dialectic between inclusiveness and estrangement, between solidarity and diversity, between civil coexistence and the lack of it.


For these reasons in particular we believe that the theme of hospitality is eminently theological and we will endeavor to illustrate this especially in the final part of this study in particular, the first step in a journey which also becomes a task for the future.


Louis Massignon, the great French orientalist, spoke of hospitality as the great legacy Abraham entrusted to all believers: the theophany of a “God both guest and receiver of the guest” which gives a new and spiritual meaning to the practice of hospitality, a meaning which goes far beyond the phenomenology of the act. Hospitality assumes a sacred character: it is much more than a simple duty among others or a rule of social coexistence.


In the following pages, we want to demonstrate that hospitality, in the tradition of the three monotheistic religions deriving from Abraham, represents and, more often than not, involves the divine. In some verses it is always God himself, or his direct representative, who is welcomed as a mysterious pilgrim: ‘Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels unaware’ (Heb 13:2).


Perhaps, it is not excessive to say that hospitality has its own theological as well as dogmatic character because through this practice we discern the very heart of God himself, exceeding the radical identity of the human protagonist of the sacred texts of the Abrahamic religions. More precisely, God is not only the One who heard the cry of the people in a foreign land, but the One who became ‘exiled,’ a stranger on the earth: (in Ps 119:19: ‘I am a sojourner on earth . . .’ it is God in person who speaks!) in order to walk with them, to be a companion of all strangers and exiles on the earth. The person, therefore, comes to see himself or herself as welcomed, as being in a gifted space2 where erring brings one into a new relationship with the truth, where possessing is no longer a dominating element because it is replaced by gratuity, ‘where the meaning of existence is no longer merely care for oneself but care of and responsibility for each other’s well-being’.3


In this work we will strive to explore some social practices characteristic of the Semitic world in an effort to understand in particular the evolution of ideas and practices of hospitality in the geographical cradle common to all three monotheistic religions. We will examine to what extent the practices of hospitality change when the notion of God himself becomes a kind of moral code for man’s behavior. But the heart of our research will be to analyze the history of the reception and interpretation of the biblical narrative of Abraham’s hospitality at Mamre (cf Gen 18), a paradigmatic narrative of hospitality and not merely a pearl of literature in the Old Testament. Our objective is not so much a detailed comparison of the narrative in order to extract some kind of exegetical novelty but, by taking advantage of an extraordinary interpretative tradition, to reach a comprehensive reinterpretation of the text, situating it in the context of a Theology of Religions. We believe, in fact, that around the theme of hospitality we can weave a conceptual network that is at the basis of ‘a pedagogy of interreligious dialogue’. However, there is no dialogue without the recognition of an otherness and personal uniqueness. This is all the more reason to appreciate the importance of the practice of hospitality which reorganizes in a new way our very understanding of individual identity. Only when we are welcomed can anything really begin: the human person experiences this unconsciously from the moment of conception and later, even more so, in being born and during the early years of life.


Hospitality is a precarious and fragile gift. From the beginning of the practice of this fundamental human virtue it becomes obvious that we cannot remain guests indefinitely. The condition of a guest, of being in transit, is a precondition for an expanded vision of those who give as well as those who receive hospitality. We hope that we ourselves will benefit by this contribution with a widening of the horizon of our gaze upon the world and all peoples.


From the outset, I would like to express my profound gratitude to Elena Bolognesi and Brigitta Bianchi who, with their patient and kindly gaze, have accompanied all the stages of the preparation of this writing, enabling with their suggestions to make it more accessible to those who will undertake this reading (Sisters Emmanuella, sister Mary Columba and, finally, Miss Venessa De Obaldia, for English manuscript).


 


1. D Puliga, L’ospitalità è un mito? Un cammino tra i racconti del Medioevo e oltre, Il Melangolo, Genova 2012, p. 10.


2. Cfr Ronchi E, Presentazione in Lo straniero: nemico, ospite o profeta? (Milano: San Paolo, 2006), 10.


3. C Di Sante, L’io ospitale (Fossano; Esperienze, 2001), 107.




Part One


Hospitality in the Traditions of the Three Abrahamic Religions





Introduction



 


It is not possible for a Christian to question the meaning of hospitality, or the sense of what it means to be a foreigner and a citizen, apart from the biblical reference of God’s will for a ‘land of welcome’ and the dream of peaceful relations among creatures. This reference has a very vast horizon, equivalent to that which is defined as the ‘Semitic world’.


In reality, we should speak in the plural because there is no single Semitic world or Semitic concept, although, drawing from its usage in the Bible, a much broader meaning has been adopted today. With the term ‘Semitic’ reference is made to a blend of people whose lineage, essentially linguistic (Arabic, Hebrew, Canaanite, Akkadian, and Aramaic), does not erase strong cultural differences and the existence of various cults, as noted in the genealogical account of Genesis 10.1 Giovanni Garbini speaks of two successive levels of religiosity: one of an agricultural and sedentary type, beginning from the fourth century BCE, generally called ‘Canaanite,’ and a second expressive of a nomadic or a semi-nomadic culture, highly clannish in nature.2


Therefore, it is necessary to make some choices and we would like to concentrate our attention on a geographical area which is very confined: the region of Canaan, between Syria and Palestine, where each Semitic group had its own national or clannish god (according to forms of henotheism). It is not easy to determine the identity of the many peoples who occupied this region before the arrival of the Hebrew tribes. It was a question of populations that interchangeably lived apart and sometimes together, who were both natives and foreigners, and therefore in transit, always ready to depart. This mobility justifies in part a weak national self-consciousness and, more pointedly, a weak ethnic self-consciousness3. It is in this context that the history of the Patriarchs of Israel is situated. One can legitimately ask if the Book of Genesis can be used to reconstruct this account of the primordial Hebrew clan, whose nomadic life dates back to at least the second millennium BCE! The debate remains open and the speculations very divergent. Jacques Pirenne recalls that Genesis is the narrative of the history of Israel’s earliest clans, translated in the form of personal stories. In them the Palestinian folklore would be well preserved and the state of the institutions well defined, to make them a reliable source for understanding the society of Israel during the nomadic era.4


 


1. There was probably a time when non-Semitic peoples were speaking Semitic languages among themselves, like the Philistines in Palestine. At one point, the idea of a proto-Semitic language had developed. However, it is difficult today to admit the existence of an original Semitic root that, as a result of successive migrations, would give rise to various Semitic peoples: the Akkadians in Mesopotamia, the Canaanites in Syria and Palestine (3000 BCE), the Amorites in Mesopotamia and Syria (2000 BCE), the Israelites and the Syrians in Palestine and Syria (1200 BCE), and finally the Arabs of Muhammad, who were the protagonists of the most important and recent Semitic immigrations.


2. Cf G Garbini, ‘La religione della Siria antica’, in G Castellani, editor Storia delle Religioni, II (Torino: UTET, 1971), 195–231.


3. Speaking strictly theologically, it would be interesting to compare this weak ethnic self-consciousness with the undeniable ethnocentric connotations in the Old Testament theology of election, not limited only to the post-exilic period. Certainly, this dimension always coexists with the theme of conversion understood as a possibility of the insertion of foreigners into the Chosen People.


4. J Pirenne, La Société Hébraïque d’après la Bible (Paris: Albin Michel, 1965), 11, FN 1. We will return to the question of the historicity of the lineage of the Patriarchs when we address the question of Abraham.





Hospitality in the Jewish Tradition





The Origins of the Chosen People



 



An ontological ‘otherness’



By analysing the biblical references, most experts agree in situating the story of the Exus around the thirteenth century BCE. The patriarchal period would be placed, consequently, in the first part of the second millennium BCE. More precisely, it is during the era of Hammurabi, the best-known ruler of the first Babylonian dynasty and author of the famous Code bearing his name. Also situated during this period is the migration of groups, probably nomads, who would gradually occupy the region of present-day Syria and Palestine, from the country of Amur (west of the Semitic region), as witnessed by numerous cuneiform documents and archaeological excavations. This could be the historic cradle of the ancestors of Israel. It is an assumption which, however, entails problems still not completely solved, because how the achievements of the Patriarchs of Israel have been transmitted for about a thousand years before they were finally put in writing around the ninth to eighth Century BCE1 have yet to be explained. Certainly, writing did not exist or, in any case, was not accessible to nomads. For several centuries, therefore, the traditions were transmitted only orally, which allowed the preservation and transmission of memories but also the creation of multiple adjustments. The complexity of the story of the origins of Israel appears in all its amplitude. Before becoming a single people, as we are reminded by the narrative texts of the Old Testament, Israel was a patchwork of many various groups, a mixed multitude: ‘The sons of Israel left Rameses for Succoth, about six hundred thousand on the march—all men—not counting their families. People of various sorts joined them in great numbers; there were flocks, too, and herds in immense droves’ (Ex 12:37–38).2 Evidently, non-Israelite elements integrated the chosen People3 and the very diversified Hebrew genealogy testifies to this variety of origins. Other sources reinforce this hypothesis and at times call some groups with the surname of ghérîm, namely, exiled migrants and pilgrims who come from other tribes, cities or nations, without protections or privileges.4 For this reason, Israel has always considered and will continue to consider its ancestors as nomads and migrants, defining itself as a foreigner: a definition that reveals a very profound theological meaning essential to the understanding of the history of the Chosen People.




Box 1 The Other, The Stranger, The Immigrant: A Lexical Search


Among the fundamental terms of the Hebrew Bible in the definition of ‘the stranger,’ are firstly zar, which recurs most often in the Pentateuch and designates ‘the other far away’, sometimes one ‘rejected’ by society or community, like the leper. Here, it refers to a more cultural and spiritual sense: the zar is the one who is not a neighbor, the one who is not part of the family, a foreigner to the culture, that is to say, ‘secular’ or ‘profane’ (cf. Ex 29:33). In certain prophetic texts, the term zârîm seems to represent a foreigner in the ethnic and political sense: the Assyrians, the Babylonians, the Egyptians, and all others (cf. Jr 30:8; Ezk 7:21; 11:9). According to the latter sense, zar represents a hostile character: in the prophetic oracles, in fact, foreigners are often enemies and oppressors. Finally, there is a meaning with a greater moral connotation: for example, one can talk about ‘foreignness / strangeness’ as referring to adultery. This variety of meanings is well captured by the Greek terminology derived from LXX, which translates zar as heteros, echtros, laos and even once with pornê. The term nokrî has a mainly ethnic meaning, namely, ‘a passing stranger’ in the sense of the unknown (cf. Pr 5:20; 27:2.13), coming from abroad (Gn 17:12; Dt 17:15; 23:21; 1K 8:41), from a distant land (Dt 29:21), or not conformable. He is one with whom one has no family or tribal ties, (Gn 31:15), or again, one who has only accidental and temporary contact with the inhabitants of the village because he is a traveler or a merchant.


If he has the right to hospitality (“The sojourner has not lodged in the street; I have opened my doors to the wayfarer;” Jb 31:32), customary laws are not applicable to him and he may be subjected to certain discrimination. The book of Deuteronomy does not hesitate to mention that one can demand from these foreigners interest which is forbidden to be claimed from the Israelite (Dt 23:20). The Greek translates nokrî with allogenes, allotrios, allophylos, idios, xenos.


The ghêr is distinguished from nokrî and from zar because we are dealing here with an immigrant or a resident alien, not a native but someone who has integrated (a condition that applies also to the Levites, members of the priestly tribe, who do not have their own territory and whose protective laws resemble the ghérîm (cf. Dt 12:12; 14:29; 26:12). Abraham is a ghêr in Hebron (Gn 23:4), like Moses in Midian (Ex 2:22; 18:3). This term is used continuously in Deuteronomy and is also often associated with the widow and the orphan, those weak and without property, who are on the margins of society and at the mercy of those who possess substantial wealth. Unlike the previous terms, ghêr does not define an ethnic category because it can refer to an Israelite. The same term may apply to a group as well as to individuals. The Israelites were ghérîm in Egypt (“You shall not wrong a stranger or oppress him, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt;” Ex 22, 21). The LXX translates this term as xenos, paroikos, proselutos.





The theme of the stranger is, in fact, profoundly biblical; not simply a concept positioned as something essential to Revelation, but a notion that accurately describes the path of the ‘Saints of God’: from Abraham, the migrant of Yahweh, to Christ himself, who had no place to lay his head. When St Paul helps us to deepen a believer’s attitude towards life, he makes reference to the faith of Abraham, who ‘set out, without knowing where he was going’ (Heb 11:8). Breaking away from the violence of the world, as evidenced by the episode of the Tower of Babel, Abraham accepts being in this world as one ‘cast out’ and isolated. He allows himself to be seduced by the voice of God and leaves his country, his family, the house of his father, to become a pilgrim, a ‘passing stranger’ (ghêr and tôšab,5 Gen 23:4). Departing without knowing where he would go, toward ever new and never definitive destinations, this migrant of God becomes the model of the believer. He enters into an uncertainty lived as a grace of receptivity to the newness of divine love. Abraham does not autonomously choose his own paths of existence in order to receive them from an “Other”. He embarks on a journey to enter into communion of life with God; a geographical wandering that reveals the inner adventure promised to all humanity.6 He thus assumes the responsibilities of an evolving experience.


Later, the epic story of Moses will set the slavery of Egypt in Jewish memory (a slavery that originated as hospitality from pharaoh granted to Jacob in the land of Goshen; cf Gen 47:1–12). The name of the first son of Moses will crystallize this episode: Gershom, meaning ‘I am a stranger in a foreign land’ (Ex 2:22), is based on the root ghêr.


But who is the stranger in the Old Testament according to the Talmudic tradition? In this research we cannot investigate in depth an etymological analysis of the ‘vocabulary of foreignness.’ The Hebrew language uses different words to describe it, reflecting the socio-political-religious historical shifts that denounce, in the end, the absence of specific terms to define hospitality. At the same time, the Hebrew nouns used to define ‘guest’ or ‘pilgrim’ (‘oreach) are not frequently used in the Bible and never in the Pentateuch.7 As Philippe Bornet underlines:




It seems that the Hebrew Bible does not address the concept of a pilgrim received as a guest in any particular way. Hence, within the biblical corpus the notion of hospitality is, if not non-existent, at least not frequently mentioned, contrary to the practice of hospitality itself, whose various accounts would suggest otherwise.8





Returning to the patriarch Abraham, God had given him the key to interpret his wandering: ‘I will give to you and to your descendants after you the land you are living in, the whole land of Canaan, to own in perpetuity, and I will be your God . . .’ (Gen 17:8). Stated differently, the land of Canaan was promised to Abraham and his descendants, but God would remain the real owner. Israel, ghêr of God, is no other than a renter (‘Land shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the land belongs to me, and to me you are only strangers and guests’ Lev 25:23). This idea contains in principle the spiritual attitude that we find in the Psalms. The Israelite knows that he has no right before God and he wants only to be his guest (‘Lord, who has the right to enter your tent, or to live on your holy mountain? The man whose way of life is blameless, who always does what is right, who speaks the truth from his heart, whose tongue is not used for slander’ Ps 15 [v 14]:1–2). Israel recognises that he is a stranger in his own home, in transit like all his ancestors (‘Yahweh, hear my prayer, listen to my cry for help, do not stay deaf to my crying. I am your guest, and only for a time, a nomad like all my ancestors’, Ps 39 [v 38]:12) and again: ‘Exile though I am on earth, do not hide your commandments from me’ Ps 119 [v 118]: 19). In more general terms, it corroborates the transitory nature of human life in this world and, therefore, is expressive of divine hospitality. Abraham himself, the first among all the ancestors of Israel, is actually without a plot of personal land and his territory will never be a possession, but solely a hope that involves a simple small ‘anticipation:’ the cave of Machpela (‘opposite Mamre’ according to tradition; Gen 25:9). There will always be a faith like that of Abraham’s to believe that Israel would still have a future in his homeland! It is precisely from the small plot of Machpela that will develop into the territory of the future nation of God’s people, whose heirs do not cease to be the prototype of the ‘permanent migrant’, in biblical history as well as post-biblically, in the Mediterranean basin first, then in Europe and eventually the entire world.


The elements we have just sketched give the story of Abraham a very original character when compared to that of the Ulysses, that other great pilgrim of ancient history. The great philosopher Emmanuel Levinas reminds us that, if Ulysses represents the archetype of the human vocation as an eternal return to one’s origins, a reclaiming of one’s ‘authentic self’ (as in fact, he will return to Ithaca, his homeland), Abraham, by contrast, offers a very different image of the human condition: his is that of a ‘journey of no return.’ It is here that we find the uniqueness of biblical faith. Jean-Louis Ska, a Belgian Jesuit and professor at the Biblical Institute in Rome, writes thus:




The ideal of Israel, on this point, is quite different from that of Greece. In the great epic of the Odyssey, the ultimate goal of the hero is to return home and find again his wife and family. The ideal is, then, to return in a known world, to what rightfully belongs to the hero because he is the owner and the legitimate sovereign. He is again at ‘home.’ For Homer, the parable of existence is a long journey, filled with trials and difficulties, but the parable takes one back to the point of origin. He who comes back has a mature personality, rich in extensive experience, and eventually ‘finds himself.’ Again, the ideal of Socrates is ‘know thyself,’ according to the famous oracle of Delphi. In the Greek perspective, the ultimate aim of the human adventure is to ‘return home’ after a long exile.


If for the Greek the human vocation is that of a ‘return’ to one’s authentic self, the Bible in general and the figure of Abraham in particular suggest a much different image of the human condition: that of a departure without return. The real life is beyond the known world and the price of an authentic existence is high because it entails the risk of losing everything without knowing what will be found at the end of the journey. Odysseus returns home and finds his father Laertes; Abraham abandons his father, departs definitely from him. Ulysses finds his son Telemachus; Abraham is asked to sacrifice his son. Ulysses returns to free the faithful Penelope from suitors who want to marry her; Abraham goes to an unknown destination with a sterile bride, who has not assured him offspring. The ‘Odyssey’ of Ulysses is contrasted with the ‘Exus’ of Abraham: ‘I am Yahweh who brought you out of Ur of the Chaldeans to make you heir to this land’ (Gen 15:7). Ulysses finds identity in the world of his ‘own,’ while Abraham goes to look for it ‘elsewhere,’ in the universe of the ‘other’.9





Alongside this philosophical and theological reading, we can, however, talk about the real historical existence of Israel just at the beginning of the long and difficult process of stabilization of the nomadic tribes in the land of Canaan; because a people can only begin to write their history after putting down roots in a land. The very creation of the myth of a common ancestor responds to the need to find a single point of reference to compensate for so much diversity; as also to the need to justify an exclusive and common relationship to a God who will not fall short in the fulfilment of his promises.



Integration in a semi-nomadic context



As the biblical scholar Gian Luigi Prato recalls, history shows that to see oneself as a stranger can become a means of self-defence, a way of differentiating oneself from those with whom one lives. In other words, the concept of ‘foreigner’ is created, on the one hand, to define others, legitimizing one’s own presence and rights in a given place and to avoid the paradoxical risk of being considered a stranger in one’s own home. But, from another perspective, one can define ‘foreigner’ to express a kind of irreducibility of the other, which is a condition prior to the encounter with someone ‘other than oneself’ (in this case, the religious factor plays a key role in determining a diversity that is a unique expression of the relationship to God and its transference to a symbolic and cultural sphere). However, often one goes from theological-symbolic considerations to a geographic and ethnic characterization of diversity.10 One can legitimately ask what the relationship is that develops between the consciousness of being a foreigner, expressed in terms of ‘native foreignness’ or ‘original nomadism,’ and what that nomadism actually implied in the Syria-Palestinian region of the second millennium BCE. Referring to this epoch, Gian Luigi Prato tells us, in sociology one talks about a ‘dimorphic society,’ that is to say of a society engaging at the same time (but at different times of the year) in agriculture and sheep farming. Nomadism is no longer the permanent displacement of a large multitude of migratory groups, but a much-reduced form of local and seasonal transhumance, which varies according to the geographical configuration of the pertinent regions.11 In the case of nomadism, or rather the semi-nomadic pastoral peoples, these moves were made on foot or donkey, behind the flocks; therefore they were very limited and characterized by frequent stops. One could not walk long distances nor, indeed, go anywhere (since owned land did not exist), nor at any time (the seasons dictated the movements).12 These relocations, relatively small, were, however, occasions for contacts and, sometimes also, the crossing over of different groups.


Such a sociological picture explains, at least in part, the very complex origins of the people of Israel, witnessed in the Bible itself. For example, the prophet Ezekiel, personifying Jerusalem, after having condemned the abominations, presents their identity as follows: ‘By origin and birth you belong to the land of Canaan. Your father was an Amorite and your mother a Hittite’ (Ezk 16:3).


‘Amorites’ (sometimes ‘Amorite’) is a term that has multiple meanings, even in the Bible. In certain texts it represents a specific population of Canaan; in others it designates any pre-Israelite population. Originally, for the inhabitants of Mesopotamia it denotes a geographic term: the West.13 The biblical texts then, among others, make mention of Indo-European peoples as the ‘Hittites’ (Gen 23:20), which put an end to the first Amorite dynasty of Babylon in the mid-sixteenth century BCE. Again, the Bible uses the term ‘Hittite’ to designate generically the non-Israelite population of the region of Syria and Palestine, yet the non-Israelite tribes of this region are of course much more numerous! Michel Du Buit, in his Géographie de la Terre Sainte, enumerates among foreign peoples: Canaanites, Philistines, Phoenicians, Arameans, Ammonites, Moabites, Edomites and Arabs.14


In essence, one cannot seriously consider the complexity of this framework if one forgets to mention the diversity of tribes that formed and structured Israel.




There have been [Cazelles continues] several successive waves of migration that demolished Canaan. They transported tribes of peoples which were sometimes of the same blood but, at other times, were mixed through alliances and adoptions, prior to ultimately constituting a people (‘am), an army (qahal) and a state monarchy.15





Historical studies, which are predicated on the basis of archaeological research and on a tradition of sufficiently rich texts, are essential to sketch a picture of the situation in the land of Canaan, the destination of the wanderings of the Chosen People after their Exus from Egypt. However, it is not with anthropological categories that one can evaluate the theological idea of a nomadic lifestyle expressive of a nostalgic desire to return to a society of pure origins; where one lives in the context of an austere desert, as opposed to an urban and sedentary culture always increasingly corrupt. It is the ideological reading of history which offers the qualities of regeneration and purification in a place as hostile in itself as the desert.
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Biblical Foundations of Hospitality



 



Historical-Sociological Foundations



In the Torah, the references to Israel’s own destiny and to the identity of its members remain essential to understanding the significance of laws relating to the stranger. To justify them they are theologically contextualized: they are attributed to the authority and grace of God (as in The Book of the Covenant); to the love of God as the foundation of the election (Deuteronomy); and to the holiness of the Creator present among his people (The Sacerdotal Laws). This theological nucleus is, however, constantly placed in relation with the experience and historical path of the Chosen People and, particularly, with their Exus from Egypt. In fact, the period of the settlement of the Hebrews in the land of Canaan is a crucial turning point in the creation of an Israelite identity and, subsequently, in the perception of the other, of the stranger: the members of the Chosen People are to behave toward those who are in a situation of Exus in the same way as God acted toward them when they were in the land of Pharaoh.1


“If a stranger lives with you in your land, do not molest him. You must count him as one of your own countrymen and love him as yourself—for you were once strangers yourself in Egypt” (Leev 19:34; cf also Ex 22:20). And again: ‘Love the stranger then, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt’ (Deut 10:19). In short, the historical motivation would seem, here, even more important than theological reasons to ratify the sacredness of solicitude toward a guest (and this pertains in the same way to a refugee excluded from his tribe after a murder or other serious offense, as we shall see below).


This finding, however, is challenged by a more ideological narrative of the Exus from Egypt where the meaning of ghérîm (resident aliens) is changed to that of ‘abadîm (slaves). The semantic change involves a fundamental ambiguity. While in the book of Deuteronomy especially, Egypt is often equated with a ‘house of slavery’ in which Israel is ‘ebed (servant) and, therefore, treated as a slave and not as a resident alien (ghêr is the singular of ghérîm),2 on the other hand it also speaks of ghérîm in order to define the status of the Hebrews in Egypt and to draw the theological foundations of humanitarian law in favor of the poor and afflicted who are to be welcomed in Land of Canaan.3 This contrast between these interpretations is clearly seen in two passages of Deuteronomy. In Chapter 23, we are urged to respect the land of Egypt because Israel has lived there as a ‘guest’ or ghêr ‘You are not to regard [. . .] the Egyptian as detestable, because you were a stranger [ghêr] in his land. The third generation of children born to these may be admitted to the assembly of Yahweh’ (Deut 23:8b–9); but in chapter 4 of the book it is specified: ‘but as for you, Yahweh has taken you, and brought you out from the furnace of iron, from Egypt, to be a people all his own, as you still are today’ (Deut 4:20). According to Innocenzo Cardellini, these apparent contradictions cannot be understood without assuming a strong theological elaboration of historical memories, already previously transformed into epic meanings: the migration of Israel was not only the result of economic and social consequences, nor was the Exus simply the inevitable conclusion of obligations increasingly heavier in the land of Egypt. The experience of the Hebrew people in Egypt is conceived as a time of a moral rebound, of a real divine election.


This theological revision of historical elements provides an interpretation for the next stages of the history of Israel. But in the long period of wandering in the desert, sociological factors add to this dialectic because compliance with the obligations of hospitality is also a condition for survival in a society based on tribal and family solidarity. More precisely, this is a ‘society of honor’ where, because there is no ‘democratic policing’, the proprietor can exercise revenge and assure protection within the area he claims to control. The tribe must be ‘restrained so as to be mobile and strong to guarantee its security; autonomous groups of families who consider themselves descendants of a common ancestor whose name they hold. Its members consider themselves brothers, united by blood ties. They are, according to the Hebrew expression, the flesh and bones of one another (cf 2 S 19:13).’4 A first level of this solidarity is expressed in the institution of the gô’êl that, as Roland De Vaux tells us, will survive Israel’s special time of wandering to become a pillar of family institutions at the heart of clan culture. In fact, blood relationship—real or supposed (it could be extended to non-original individuals who are integrated in a given group)—creates a solidarity among all members of the tribe. This very strong feeling seems to persist long after the settlement in the Promised Land. The honor or dishonor of an individual member is transferred to the whole group. Thus, a curse is extended to the whole race and God punishes for the sins of the fathers their children unto the fourth generation (cf Ex 20:5). Conversely, just as a whole group is affected by the error of its leader (cf 2 Sam 21:1), the whole family is likewise honored for the merits of its valiant chief. The leader of the group, for his part, expresses solidarity, positively, in the duty to protect all the members of his community, be they trustworthy or oppressed. The practice of the gô’êl, a term whose root meaning is ‘to redeem’ or ‘reclaim’ but also ‘to protect,’ goes back to an Arab context. Once again Father de Vaux, who has for long studied this Semitic institution, specifies:




‘The most serious obligation of the Israelite gô’êl is to assure blood vengeance [. . .] The blood of a relative must be avenged with the killing of the one responsible for the crime, or, in his absence, with the murder of another of his family. Within the tribe blood vengeance is not exacted but the guilty party is punished or excluded [. . .] This law is expressed with a savage violence in the song of Lamech: “I killed a man for wounding me, a boy for striking me. Sevenfold vengeance is taken for Cain, but seventy-sevenfold for Lamech’ (Gen 4:23–24).5





This duty, exercised by all the members of a tribe, was permitted in order to establish the prestige of the tribal group; instead it threatened to unleash a chain of continuous vengeance, even though the intention was exactly the opposite: to curb the dangerous degeneration of a private justice, in a society without centralized, impartial protection.6 The practice of the gô’êl, over time, will be first limited to the family (even though it was not always easy to define the legal boundaries of a family) and then progressively replaced with preference to compensations of an economic order.



Theological foundations



But there is also a solidarity that is expressed beyond the ties of blood, a duty which is based, first of all, on the love of God and the need to imitate Yahweh ‘[who is] never partial, never to be bribed. It is he who sees justice done for the orphan and the widow, who loves the stranger and gives him food and clothing’ (Deut 10:17-18; cf also Ps 146 and 145:9). The poor, the immigrant, the widow and the orphan are traditionally mentioned as the recipients of the duty of hospitality which extends as well to the Levite and one who commits murder. We remember that the Levites represent the priestly caste, the members of the tribe of Levi that, from the beginning, were excluded from the division of the promised Land, receiving as heritage only their service to God (‘Yahweh said to Aaron, “You shall have no inheritance in their land, no portion of it among them shall be yours. It is I who will be your portion and your inheritance among the sons of Israel’” (Num 18:20).7 A murderer (that is one who killed by accident, without premeditation) could be received in a shrine city where hospitality had a sacred character. He could live there until the death of the high priest, to be protected against private revenge (the gô’êl tradition illustrated above): ‘The towns you hand over to the Levites will be the six cities of refuge, ceded by you as sanctuary for men who cause another’s death’ (Num 35:6). But this kind of asylum does not pertain to one who intentionally kills another: ‘But should a man dare to kill his fellow by treacherous intent, you must take him even from my altar to be put to death’ (Ex 21:14).


We return to the priority given to the welcome extended to foreigners and the weak: It has a theological motivation and not only natural or sociological reasons, although the evolution of social structures, as we discuss below, will impact these practices. The Law, above all as given in the Code of the Covenant (Ex 23:20–33) and in that of Holiness (Lev chapters 17–26), knows that, by requiring love for the ghêr, it is proposing a radical break with sociological laws, the economic or even political society of the time (and probably of all times). To love the stranger as well as the weak and to extend this provision to an enemy is a sign of the holiness of Israel (qedûšâh)8
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