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    I was a Stranger is dedicated to Lupe Urrea and Randy Clonts, two shining examples of Christian hospitality. Both went to heaven while I was writing this book. I'm certain they were each greeted with, "I was a stranger and you took me in. Well done my good and faithful servant." I love and miss you both!
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What Is This Book About?


[image: ]




Do you remember when Joseph and Mary went to Bethlehem? Joseph was desperately searching for a place for his young wife to give birth, but there was no room at the inn. I often think about that innkeeper. I’d wager he wishes he’d slept in the hay and given Mary his own bed. Imagine knowing for all eternity that you sent Jesus out to sleep with the cows and sheep. 

I hope you and I are different than that man.

We’ll be looking at Matthew 25 in a minute, where Jesus said that whatever we’ve done to one of the least of His brothers or sisters, we’ve done to Him. Hopefully, we won’t’ have to stand before Him in the judgment and explain why we let Him go hungry, or cold, or friendless. 

I was a Stranger is about hospitality. No, it’s not about how to throw the perfect holiday party or the proper way to set a table. This is a book about entertaining more than just friends and family. It’s about Christian hospitality, opening our hearts and homes to people who are outside our circles. People who are different. It’s about the heart of our country and the heart of our churches. It’s about welcoming the strangers among us and why it’s so very important to God that we do. 

So, am I an expert on this subject? Well, if washing more sheets than the Marriot counts, then, yes. I am an expert. I was married to a pastor for forty years, and our house was always full. Sometimes with visiting preachers, sometimes with friends (or acquaintances who were soon to become friends), and sometimes with total strangers my late husband brought home off the street. I blame Bill for my long-standing battle with those stubborn extra pounds. I never knew who was going to walk through the door with him, so I had to cook accordingly. And everyone knows the people in Africa are going to starve if I throw anything away! For crowd-pleasing recipes, check out Cooking for Company at the end of this book. 

I’ll be honest, sometimes having a houseful of people was difficult. But it was always rewarding, and usually just plain fun. And it was a life-changing experience for my children. My kids grew up giving up their beds about ninety days out of the year. I did the math once! When we had long-term guests, it was more. 

Now, some might think that’s absolutely terrible. Making children give up their beds? Kids need their space! Right? True. But isn’t it important that they learn to share that space? If we want our children to be generous adults, we must start by training them to be generous boys and girls. 

Another benefit was my children learned to interact with people. Many visitors commented on how refreshing it was to see kids who were not only polite but able to carry on a comfortable conversation with grownups. This has served them well in their lives. They’re very sociable adults who are able to engage with people of all walks of life. 

I invited my children to share on my blog about how giving up their beds affected them as kids and into adulthood. Here’s a segment of a humorous overview given by my oldest son, Peter.
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Peter
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When we were kids we knew company meant seniority and a game of musical chairs was about to kick in. My parents’ bed went to the adults visiting us. My mom and dad slept in Becca’s bed. Becca slept in Sara’s bed, and I ended up on a pallet on the floor. Sometimes the plan varied, but that was the gist of it—until Joshua came along, at which point he ended up on the floor as well.

It was a given that we would give up our rooms for company, yet I don’t ever recall hearing anyone complain. It was as normal as going to church four to five times a week.







Thank you, Peter. The part about going to church four to five times a week is a slight exaggeration (very slight).

Some of you may be hugging your Sleep Number controls right now, snarling, “No way am I ever giving up my bed.” I’m not saying you have to. Maybe the occasion will never present itself, but are you willing if it does? 

I have so many funny stories about my own experiences, I have to slip one in here and there. This is one of my favorites. I call this short story “Behind Door Number One.”
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Behind Door Number One
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Years ago we were living in a small two-bedroom, one-bathroom house in Arizona. The nights were comfortable, so our children slept on the screened-in porch when we had company. I wouldn’t do that now—I’d pile them on the living room floor. But that was a different age. 

We had two couples staying with us. One was an elderly couple, the Hiltons. Mr. Hilton was caring for his wife, who suffered from dementia—probably Alzheimer’s. She didn’t have a diagnosis at that time. She was bedridden. The other guests were newlyweds looking for jobs and a place to settle. My husband and I slept on the hide-a-bed in the living room.


Did I mention the house had one bathroom? 



Well, that bathroom was situated between the two bedrooms. There was no outside entrance. You had to go through one of the bedrooms when nature called. Another interesting thing about this situation—for different reasons both couples slept naked. The old couple did so because the wife was incontinent and often wet the pad beneath her and her husband in the process. Mr. Hilton found it easier to sleep naked than change her nightgown and his pajamas during the night. And the newlyweds? Well, don’t ask me how I know they slept naked. After a couple of revealing late-night treks to the bathroom, my husband and I vowed not to drink anything after five PM. The message of this book is this: whatever we do to others, we do to Jesus. When we entertain the least of Jesus’s brethren, we entertain Him. Even naked people!
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Sheep in Goats’ Clothing
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Matthew 25 brings this message home. So let’s take a look at it. Because it’s a lengthy passage, I’ll summarize some of it.

Verse 31 talks about the Son of Man returning and gathering all nations to be judged (not anyone’s favorite subject). He sets up two lines: one on the right for the sheep, and one on the left for the goats. 

The King tells the guys on the right to come and inherit the kingdom that’s been prepared for them from the foundation of the world. 

He proceeds to tell them that He was hungry, and they gave Him food. He was thirsty, and they gave Him drink—and here’s the one that we’re interested in today—He was a stranger, and they took Him in. And the list goes on: naked, sick, in prison . . . the sheep stepped up—you get the picture.

Well, by now, these guys are shaking their heads because they know who Jesus is, and they know they haven’t done any of these things for Him. 

Oh, boy.

He must’ve gotten them mixed up with someone else! How embarrassing. Do they tell Him and get moved over to the “left-hand” lane? Things don’t seem to be going so well on that side. Well, their conscience gets the best of them, and they tell Jesus there’s been a case of mistaken identity.

Matt. 25:38 (NIV) shows them asking, “When did we see you a stranger and invite you in?” 

Here’s the kicker. Jesus tells them something shocking (verse 40):

“Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me.”

In the same passage of Scripture, Jesus turns to address the “goats.” He says, “I was hungry and you didn’t feed me, thirsty and you didn’t give me a drink. I was a stranger and you didn’t take me in.

The lefties plead their case.

“Lord, when did we see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison and did not minister to you?”

His answer: “Whatever you did not do for one of the least of these, you did not do for me. Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life” (verses 44–46).
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What you have done to them,
you have done to me.

~ Jesus
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