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A truly inclusive community is one that welcomes the excluded by affirming them 
as bearers of the image of God. 



Welcoming the Stranger God 

What if God showed up in our midst? How would God be treated? The most honest answer to this 
would be, it depends on our ability to discern God’s presence. If we knew and recognized the 
presence of God, then perhaps we would respond accordingly. 

Let us ask ourselves the same question differently. For this community, who might a person of such 
high esteem that we would fall over ourselves in order to show them hospitality? Perhaps a celebrity, 
a famous movie star, musician, or politician. I wouldn’t dare say the current president, though I 
might say Obama. 

I can imagine when this person enters the room that we would be overcome by something of a 
palpable sense of awe. There would likely be an uncomfortable silence, with some awkward whispers  
until everyone was aware of the gravity of the moment. We would change our posture, shift our 
collars, check our makeup, or put in a fresh stick of gum. Some of us would do all we could to find 
ourselves next to them. Others of us would shy away. Then, we would offer this person and everyone 
with them our finest seats, a place of highest honor. If it’s a person I hold in high esteem, I might 
even offer the persons to say a few words. Then, after the service, we would get our finest dishes, 
perhaps prepare our finest foods. Then, we would want to see that the person left on good terms and 
got what they needed for the next stage of their journey. Perhaps we would offer them a ride to the 
train station or the airport, or maybe we would offer them a place to stay for the night if they 
needed. 

The problem is, and this is a problem I think that we all share, we have such a distorted 
understanding of God that we constantly fail to recognize and respond when God actually is present. 
Indeed, the teachings of Jesus remind us that God is present exactly in the places and people we least 
expect. If we get it right, as Jesus said in Matthew 25, we will hear the divine voice say, “I was 
hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger 
and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I 
was in prison and you visited me” (Matthew 25:35-36). 

As we spoke about last Sunday,  I believe that each and every one of the people in this room are 
bearers of the image of God. Even more than that, I believe you are bearers of God—that the Spirit of 
God resides in each of you. You are all individuals with sacred worth, the beloved children of God, 
created in God’s image, and that your existence is evidence of the love that brought all of Creation 
into being. The fundamental problem, our human condition, is that we refuse to acknowledge the 
presence of God in each other. We have a tendency to find reasons to justify treating each other as 
less than human, much less the sacred bearers of God’s image. 

What was the sin of Sodom? 

What, you might be asking, does this have to do with homosexuality and the sin of Sodom? 
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Sodom is famous for being mentioned throughout the Bible as an example of a wicked city. What was 
it that Sodom did or fail to do to gain such a reputation? The answer, in short, is that it was that it 
was a city of excess that refused to care for those in need or offer hospitality to strangers. 

We just read the story, but my guess is that many of us have had the story so shaped in our minds 
that we still think the story is about homosexuality. It is not. Certainly sexual violence is part of the 
story. But we should ask ourselves the most fundamental question: if this story has redeeming 
elements, what message is it intended to portray? What values does it support? If we read it 
faithfully, how does this story shape us as a community? 

One way to answer these questions is to look throughout the rest of the Bible to see how the 
prophets and the people understood the story. 

Sodom and Gomorrah are mentioned twice in Deuteronomy as cities destroyed for being like Egypt, 
the place and culture God had rescued Israel from. (See Deuteronomy 29:22-23 and 32:32-33.) 

The prophet Isaiah regularly refers Israel in comparison to Sodom for being proud of its sin (Isaiah 
3:9), which consisted of “crushing my people, by grinding the face of the poor” (Isaiah 3:15). Isaiah 
compares Israel to Sodom to remind them of Sodom’s fate (Isaiah 13:19-22). In other words, Isaiah 
saw Sodom as a city of oppression and pride. Jeremiah uses the story of Sodom to condemn false 
prophets for lying to support the greed of those in power, they “strengthen the hands of the 
evildoers” (Jeremiah 23:14). 

Ezekiel is the only one that gives us a full-on interpretation. Ezekiel says: “Now this was the sin of 
your sister Sodom: She and her daughters were arrogant, overfed and unconcerned; they did not 
help the poor and needy. They were haughty and did detestable things before me. Therefore I did 
away with them as you have seen” (Ezekiel 16:49-50). In other words, Sodom’s sin was pride and 
excess while the poor around them suffer. 

In the New Testament, on the other hand, Jesus refers to Sodom and Gomorrah as examples of the 
sin of refusing to extend hospitality to strangers. Jesus declares that cities that are inhospitable to the 
disciples are worse than Sodom and Gomorrah. 

Perhaps you remember that famous passage from the book of Hebrews: “Do not neglect to show 
hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels unawares” (Hebrew 13:2). 

Of course, there is no getting around that sexual violence is mentioned in the story of Sodom and 
Gomorrah in Genesis 19. This is on two levels. The first level is that the city crowd is seeking to exert 
dominance and power over the guests by means of sexual violence. This has nothing at all to do, 
however, with loving relationships of mutual care by two persons of the same sex. But even then, 
according to the prophets, when the story of Sodom and Gomorrah were recounted, their sins were 
not thought of as the result of men wanting sex with other men. Their sin was having more than 
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enough resources but being unwilling to open their doors to those in need. Their sin was lacking 
hospitality. 

Colby Martin’s Four Stages of Radical Hospitality 

The story of Sodom and Gomorrah in Genesis 19 is one of those passages I refer to as a clobber 
passage. That is because of the way it has been used to justify violence and exclusion toward 
homosexuals. My invitation this morning is that we will see past that violent misreading, and come to 
see it for what it can be—an invitation to become a community that witnesses to the radical 
hospitality of God. 

Colby Martin is the pastor at the Sojourn Grace Collective in San Diego. In his book Unclobber!, Colby 
goes through each of the clobber passages like I am doing in this series. Though it’s not in his book, 
he has worked out a reading of the “sin of Sodom” in a way that helps us imagine what it would look 
like to be a community of radical hospitality. He lists them in four stages, or levels. I have adapted a 
bit and added a fifth. I would like to offer them to you here as an invitation. I invite you to see them 
both chronologically and as levels of mastery.  In other words, if you get stuck on the first level, keep 1

working there. Our goal should be, however, to be so radically hospitable that we are capable of 
practicing all five levels of hospitality with every human being we encounter—especially those who 
are generally marginalized or excluded, especially those historically excluded by the church. 

1. Honor them: “I see you.” In the story of Sodom and Gomorrah, when Lot encountered the 
strangers, “entertaining angels unaware”, he bowed down and addressed them as “my lords.” 
Honor the dignity is the first stage of hospitality. Honor is the stage of hospitality where were are 
willing to look into the eyes of another, even those who we might call our enemies, and 
acknowledge their inherent worth, we see them as bearers of the image of God. We treat them as 
we would treat God. This is the truth at the heart of the Hindu greeting Namaste: “I see you. The 
God image in me honors the God image in you.” 

2. Welcome them: “Come and stay at my home.” The next thing Lot did was offer the strangers to 
come into his home. This is the level of hospitality where we say to the other that our space is 
their space. We treat them as those who belong with us. We are willing to say to them, “Until you 
prove otherwise, I will welcome you into my life.” 

3. Provide for them: “I will use what I have to care for your lack.” The next thing that Lot did was 
offer to fix his guests “unleavened bread.” He provided for their physical needs. He gave to them 
what they needed to be made whole again. For us, that includes caring for more than their mere 
physical needs—we must be willing to care for their spiritual and emotional needs as well. At this 
stage, we are willing to take inventory of our resources and to take their needs upon ourselves. 
This is the stage where we say, “I have something that can be of value and benefit to your life, 

1. Colby Martin, “Highlands Church Colby Martin Sin of Sodom,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kqfl-Zf5OWw
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and I am going to provide that for you.” This is the stage where we do all that we can to remind 
them that they are the beloved children of God. 

4. Protect them: “I will offer the very best of what I have to keep you safe.” This is the point in the 
story that is very complicated. When the crowd gathers around the house, aiming to do violence 
against the guest, Lot intervenes. He does so by offering to sacrifice his two virgin daughters who 
are engaged to be married. Wow! Talk about violence. Certainly, those who read this passage 
literally would not condone such a thing. This is one of those passages that, if I could, I would 
erase. Even more, I wish there were more commentary on it. Nevertheless, remembering that 
women were treated as property, what this part of the story offers us is an image of radical 
hospitality. Lot is willing to offer the very best of what he has to protect his guests. This is the 
radical hospitality that says, “Your safety and my safety are now joined as one. In order to keep 
you safe, I will offer even the best of what I have to maintain your wellbeing.” 

5. Empower them: “I will work to better your future.” This is the final stage of radical hospitality. 
When Lot welcomes them, he states that his goal is to care for them so that they can “rise early 
and go on your way” (Genesis 19:2). At this stage, we are willing to offer radical hospitality, even 
if its only purpose is that those who we welcome are able to continue on their journey 
empowered and encouraged. When they leave, they feel better about themselves than when they 
did when they came. They will be filled with peace, hope, and love. This is the stage where we 
are able to say to them, “Your well-being is one of my life’s highest priorities.” 

I believe that each and every one of the people in this room are bearers of the image of God. The 
Spirit of God resides in each of you. That is why it is important to hear the words of Jesus in 
Matthew 25—not as a call to wait for someone to be naked, thirsty, hungry, sick, or in prison before 
we decide to care for them. If the story of Sodom really is a reminder to us of the alternatives 
between radical hospitality and the violence of greed and exclusivity, then I pray that we are able as 
a community to begin the journey toward being a radically inclusive community. 

Let us be a place where those who enter the room are immediately reminded of the dignity of their 
humanity, reminded that they are the beloved children of God, made in God’s image. Let us offer 
them our finest seats, especially those who we think least deserve it. Let us get our our finest dishes 
and prepare our finest foods. Let us offer the best of ourselves for their safety. And finally, even if 
they are only visiting with us for a short time, let us see that they leave on good terms, and that they 
are encouraged and empowered for the next stage of their journey. 

Let us recognize God in our midst, in the face of those around us, and especially those who come 
looking for a place of rest, refuge, recovery, and restoration. Let us be a truly inclusive community, 
one that welcomes the excluded by affirming them as bearers of the image of God. Let us be a place 
of radical hospitality, where the image of God is always welcome. 

—Amen 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Reflection Worksheet  
 

Part 5: The Five Stages of Radical Hospitality 

The Stage of Radical Hospitality 

1. Honor them: “I see you.” 
Honor is the stage of hospitality where were are willing to look into the eyes of another, even 
those who we might call our enemies, and acknowledge their inherent worth. We see them as 
bearers of the image of God. We treat them as we would treat God. This is the truth at the heart 
of the Hindu greeting Namaste: “I see you. The God image in me honors the God image in you.” 

2. Welcome them: “Come and stay at my home.”  
This is the level of hospitality where we say to the other that our space is their space. We treat 
them as those who belong with us. We are willing to say to them, “Until you prove otherwise, I 
will welcome you into my life.” 

3. Provide for them: “I will use what I have to care for your lack.”  
This is the stage where we offer the other all we can to make them whole again. That includes 
caring for more than their mere physical needs; we must be willing to care for their spiritual and 
emotional needs as well. At this stage, we are willing to take inventory of our resources and to 
take their needs upon ourselves. This is the stage where we say, “I have something that can be of 
value and benefit to your life, and I am going to provide that for you.” This is the stage where we 
do all that we can to remind them that they are the beloved children of God. 

4. Protect them: “I will offer the very best of what I have to keep you safe.”  
This is the stage of radical hospitality that says, “Your safety and my safety are now joined as one. 
In order to keep you safe, I will offer even the best of what I have to maintain your wellbeing.” 

5. Empower them: “I will work to better your future.” 
This is the final stage of radical hospitality. At this stage, we are willing to offer radical hospitality, 
even if its only purpose is that those who we welcome are able to continue on their journey 
empowered and encouraged. When they leave, they feel better about themselves than they did 
when they came. They will be filled with peace, hope, and love. This is the stage where we are 
able to say to them, “Your well-being is one of my life’s highest priorities.” 
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Questions for Conversation and Reflection 

1) Sodom, or even the term sodomy, is often used as an excuse to speak about homosexuality as a sin. 
Do you feel the message today has sufficiently shown that this is not the case? Why or why not? 

2) Have you ever heard the story of Sodom explained as an example of the sin of being inhospitable? 

3) Referring to the stages of radical hospitality above, what are some areas in your own personal life 
where you need to learn to practice being more hospitable? 

4) What are some ways Brookside Community Church as a congregation can be more inclusive of people 
of all sexual orientations, gender identities, or gender expressions? Do the five stages of radical 
hospitality offer any suggestions?
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