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Abstract

The aim of this thesis is to rehabilitate hospitality within Church of England 

discourse by positioning hospitality as more than ‘welcome’, or the evangelistic 

hospitality of the Alpha Course, or Messy Church. Such an endeavour is complicated 

by persistent racism within the Church, and calls for disestablishment, but this thesis 

seeks to demonstrate the relevance of hospitality, not only to mission, but also to 

ecclesiology, and social and ecological justice.

Chapters 1 and 2 discuss hospitality and eschatological hospitality in the 

Hebrew scriptures and New Testament from the respective perspectives of host and 

guest, to show the reversibility of guesting and hosting, and the koinōnia of the first 

believers (thus establishing hospitality as humble service and community). Chapter 3 

considers inclusion, embodiment, and the body of Christ through the neurocognitive 

challenges of dementia, learning disability, and autism, to propose divine hospitality 

as the ultimate defence of personhood. Chapter 4 develops hospitality as an embodied 

sensory and social practice using previously identified components of hospitality: 

seeing, listening, storytelling, eating and feasting. Chapter 5 juxtaposes reports 

published by, and about, the Church of England to examine racism and problematic 

representations of hospitality, and suggest the potential for hospitable social action in 

church life. Chapter 6 questions existing use of hospitality in Alpha and Messy 

Church to claim that hospitality is not neutral. Before concluding with probable 

effects of pandemic COVID-19 on ministry, Chapter 7 explores kenosis and humility, 

tragedy and hospitality, and food and hunger, and discusses perichoresis, and praxis 

in the parish, Fresh Expression, and online and offline church. Inadequate 

conceptualisation of hospitality and ongoing revision of institutional strategies have 

led to the paradoxical situation of hospitality being simultaneously instrumentalised 

and undervalued within the Church of England, but this thesis argues that hospitality 

can be extricated from Anglican insularity, and redeemed.
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Introduction

Setting the table

1. Mission, hospitality, and the Church of England

The 2004 Church of England report Mission-Shaped Church: Church Planting 

and Fresh Expressions of Church in a Changing Context sought to re-interpret church 

for a changing society, and to obviate the constraints imposed by inherited structure or 

architecture by endorsing new ways ‘to be and do church’1 as part of the commission 

to proclaim the revealed faith ‘afresh in each generation’,2 which is contained in the 

Preface to the Declaration of Assent made by Church of England ministers at their 

licensing.3 The emergence of so-called ‘fresh expressions of church’4 began in 

response to the generational shifts in family-structure and occupation, and consequent 

changes in patterns of working and habits of leisure that are outlined in the opening 

pages of the report.5 Significantly, the first mention of hospitality in the report does 

  

 1 

———————————
1 

Church of England, Mission and Public Affairs Council, Mission-Shaped Church: Church Planting 

and Fresh Expressions of Church in a Changing Context, rev. ed., reprint, 2004 (London: Church 

House Publishing, 2009), 1.

2 

Church of England, Mission and Public Affairs Council, Mission-Shaped Church, 34, emphasis mine. 

3 

Church of England, “The Declaration of Assent.” https://churchofengland.org/prayer-and-

worship/worship-texts-and-resources/common-worship/ministry/declaration-assent. The website notes 

the inclusion of material from The Archbishops’ Council, Common Worship: Ordination Services 

(London: Church House Publishing, 2007).

4 

Church of England, Mission and Public Affairs Council, Mission-Shaped Church, 34, bold omitted. 

For ease of understanding, I refer throughout to ‘Fresh Expressions’ of church (except where I am 

following an author’s usage), although conventionally the capitals are reserved for the cross-

denominational initiative that arose from the report, which started with an initial Anglican-Methodist 

partnership, and individual instances are usually denoted as a ‘fresh expression’ (fx) or ‘fresh 

expression of church’ (fxc), although the website itself is not consistent (fx, “Our Story,” para. 3. Fresh 

Expressions (website), accessed 18 October 2021, https://freshexpressions.org.uk/our-story/). Mission-

Shaped Church is typeset in Franklin Gothic, a sans serif font, and the cover title, and chapter and 

section-headings are all printed in lower-case; so, it is difficult to impute intentionality with regard to 

the decision to refer to ‘fresh expressions of church’, as except for the derivation, no rationale, 

theological or otherwise, is given for the stylistic format of the term in the text. In my view, the 

omission of capital letters hinders comprehension, but it may be that capital letters were eschewed in 

order not to seen to be giving priority to ‘the new’ over the inherited parish-system. However, I 

consider my choice justified, as it is equally possible that a desire for fashionable consistency prevailed.

5 

Church of England, Mission and Public Affairs Council, Mission-Shaped Church, 1–7. The rapidity of 

subsequent social and technological change is further highlighted by the mention of television as the 

sole source of entertainment, a capitalised reference to ‘the Internet’, and no acknowledgement 

whatsoever of the mobile ’phone, a curious and unprophetic omission, even with the limited 



not occur until page thirteen, after the statement: ‘The new is not necessarily better or 

more lasting’.6 Although it is not apparent in the text, the source for the quote which 

follows, on the need for ‘forms of community that are homes of generous hospitality, 

places of challenging reconciliation, and centres of attentiveness to the living God’, is 

an Anglican Franciscan.7 This monastic recuperation is not pursued elsewhere in the 

report, and is not taken up in the supposedly formative questions at the end of the 

chapter; so, except for a brief exposition of the Five Marks of Mission of the Anglican 

Communion,8 including the assertion that ‘a missionary church is relational’ and 

‘characterized by welcome and hospitality’,9 and an undeveloped and uncited mention 

that ‘ “Table church” has created a liturgy around a meal’,10 there is no actual 

explication of hospitality. Moreover, although Mission-Shaped Church prioritises 

listening in the proposed trajectory of a Fresh Expression, and community projects are 

mentioned as one of a number of forms,11 listening and acts of service are not 

identified as constitutive characteristics of hospitality. By contrast, the literature of 

spirituality and community development overtly adopts the language of hospitality for 

these same actions,12 hence the substantive claim of my thesis that underdetermined 

hospitality goes unrecognised and is undervalued. Therefore, my thesis takes Mission-

 2 

  

 ———————————————————————————— 
functionality that such devices then had (Church of England, Mission and Public Affairs Council, 

Mission-Shaped Church, 4, 5).

6 

Church of England, Mission and Public Affairs Council, Mission-Shaped Church, 13.

7 

Brother Samuel SSF, “Mission and Community,” Transmission, Spring 1998, 11, cited in Church of 

England, Mission and Public Affairs Council, Mission-Shaped Church, 13.

8 

‘The Five Marks of Mission:

The mission of the Church is the mission of Christ

1. To proclaim the Good News of the Kingdom

2. To teach, baptise and nurture new believers

3. To respond to human need by loving service

4. To transform unjust structures of society, to challenge violence of every kind and pursue peace and 

reconciliation

5. To strive to safeguard the integrity of creation, and sustain and renew the life of the earth’ (Anglican 

Communion, “Marks of Mission.” Accessed 19 November 2020, 

https://www.anglicancommunion.org/mission/marks-of-mission.aspx).

9 

Church of England, Mission and Public Affairs Council, Mission-Shaped Church, 82.

10 

Ibid., 117.

11 

Ibid., 57–59.

12 

See, for example, Ann Morisy, Journeying Out: A New Approach to Christian Mission (London: 

Continuum, 2004); Christine D. Pohl, Making Room: Recovering Hospitality as Christian Tradition 

(Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1999); Ann Morisy, Beyond the Good 

Samaritan (London: Mowbray, 1996); Henri J. M. Nouwen, Reaching Out: The Three Movements of 

the Spiritual Life (London: Collins, 1976).



Shaped Church as the starting point to interrogate the priorities of the Church of 

England, and includes a number of other more recent reports, in order to consider 

hospitality not only in relation to mission, but also to discipleship, welcome, and 

racism, so as to reflect upon how these publications accord with the subsequent 

unhyphenated intent to be ‘Christ centred and Jesus shaped’ propounded by the 

Archbishop of York in 2020.13 Hospitality has been espoused by the ‘mission-shaped’ 

Church of England as a seemingly self-evident value, notwithstanding the fact that 

Church publications reduce hospitality either to woolly benevolence or quantification 

of ‘welcome’, as in the 2019 report From Stranger to Friend: Changing the Culture 

and Practice of Welcome in the Church of England.14 Similar imprecision occurs in 

The Mixed Ecologists: Experiences of Mixed Ecology Ministry in the Church of 

England: patent hospitality centred upon food is labelled as generosity (although acts 

of service do feature as hospitable, for once).15 As I will show in this thesis, there is 

an expanding corpus of reports, theological justification, stories and evidence about 

Fresh Expressions of church, and countervailing advocacy for parochial ministry, that 

invoke hospitality. Nevertheless, when writing in 1992 on racism in the Church of 

England, Root could make a sobering observation on cultural norms: ‘hospitality is 

highly valued in the New Testament, less valued in traditional English society but 

much more highly valued in the culture of many ethnic minorities in Britain. It does 

not figure largely in the Anglican selection criteria’.16 New criteria designed not to 

favour White,17 middle-class candidates were introduced in Autumn 2021,18 but in my 

 3 

  

———————————
13 

Stephen Cottrell, A Vision for the Church of England in the 2020s: ‘Christ Centred and Jesus 

Shaped. Simpler, Humbler, Bolder’, A commentary to accompany the picture (2020). 

https://www.churchofengland.org/media/22483.

14 

Church of England, The Archbishops’ Council, From Stranger to Friend: Changing the Culture and 

Practice of Welcome in the Church of England, Strategic Leadership Development Programme rept., by 

Jonathan Baker, et al. (London: Church of England, 2019). https://churchsupporthub.org/wp-

content/uploads/2019/11/COFE_02809_StrangerToFriend-Report-AW.pdf.

15 

Church of England, The Archbishops’ Council, The Mixed Ecologists: Experiences of Mixed 

Ecology Ministry in the Church of England, Focussed Study 2, by Ruth Perrin and Ed Olsworth-Peter, 

The Living Ministry Research Project (London: Church of England, 2021), 21–22. 

https://www.churchofengland.org/sites/default/files/2021–05/Focussed%20Study%20%20-

%20The%20Mixed%20Ecologists.pdf.

16 

John Root, “Racism in the Church of England,” Anvil 9, no. 1 (1992): 14.

17 

I have chosen to capitalise ‘White’ in order not to be complicit with conventions that assume 



opinion, the Church is still experiencing the consequences not only of skewed 

recognition of vocation to ordained ministry a generation since, but also the 

conformation to the worldly ‘More tea, Vicar?’ stereotype of genteel hospitality, 

which was outmoded even then.19 The fact that participants in both the local and 

contextual ‘mixed economy’, and more latterly ‘mixed ecology’ of ecclesial forms 

within the Church of England,20 now vigorously profess hospitality is indicative of 

how hospitality is implicitly positioned as synonymous with welcome for the curious 

or uninitiated.

 4 

  

 ———————————————————————————— 
Whiteness as the norm. Except where I am following an author’s usage, all references to race, ethnicity, 

and culture are capitalised.

18 

Madeleine Davies, “New Selection Framework Seeks ‘Unseen-Called’,” Church Times, no. 8258 (25 

June 2021): 3.

19 

Although the Revd Mark Nam, who set up The Teahouse, a national network of Chinese-heritage 

clergy in the Church of England, uses the same allusion as the basis for a change of culture in the 

Church: ‘Tea is, of course, traditionally Chinese. It is also quintessentially British (“More tea, Vicar?”). 

I believe that the blending of these two cultures will create a new aroma in the Church’ (Mark Nam, 

“Heed the Voices of Chinese Clergy,” Church Times, no. 8267 (27 August 2021): 11). Nevertheless, 

the residual comedic potential of this hackneyed tea-drinking trope serves to obscure further the history 

of slavery, forced and indentured labour, and exploitation, which continues to this day, in the 

production of tea, coffee, and sugar, as compromised commodities. I cite only a representative sample 

of the relevant literature, see, for example, Jahnu Bharadwaj, “Coolies, Tea Plantations and the Limits 

of Physical Violence in Colonial Assam: A Historiographical Note,” Asian Ethnicity 22, no. 4 

(2021): 542–62. doi:10.1080/14631369.2019.1696666; Oana Burcu, et al., EU Law. Global Impact.: A 

Report Considering the Potential Impact of Human Rights Due Diligence Laws on Labour Exploitation 

and Forced Labour (London: Anti-Slavery International, 2021). https://www.antislavery.org/wp-

content/uploads/2021/06/ASI_EUlaw_GlobalImpact_Report-FINAL.pdf; Kate Macdonald and 

Samantha Balaton-Chrimes, Human Rights Grievance-Handling in the Indian Tea Sector, Non-Judicial 

Redress Mechanisms Report Series, no. 6 (Corporate Accountability Research, 2016), Online. 

https://corporateaccountabilityresearch.net/njm-report-vi-indiantea; Richard B. Sheridan, Sugar and 

Slavery: An Economic History of the British West Indies 1623–1775, reprint, 1974 (Kingston, Jamaica 

WI: Canoe Press, 1994); Rana P. Behal and Prabhu P. Mohapatra, “‘Tea and Money Versus Human 

Life’: The Rise and Fall of the Indenture System in the Assam Tea Plantations 1840–1908,” The 

Journal of Peasant Studies 19, no. 3–4, Plantations, Proletarians and Peasants in Colonial Asia, 

special issue (1992): 142–72. doi:10.1080/03066159208438491. In addition, France-Williams relates a 

disquieting story about the petty abuse of clerical power and the perpetration of a deceit on church 

members with regard to Fair Trade where personal preference overruled ethical concerns for the welfare 

of producers enmeshed in global supply chains (A. D. A. France-Williams, Ghost Ship: Institutional 

Racism and the Church of England (London: SCM Press, 2020), 52–53, published under the author’s 

initials).

20 

Cf. Louise Nelstrop, “Mixed Economy or Ecclesial Reciprocity: Which Does the Church of England 

Really Want to Promote?” in Evaluating Fresh Expressions: Explorations in Emerging Church, 

Responses to the Changing Face of Ecclesiology in the Church of England, ed. Louise Nelstrop and 

Martyn Percy (Norwich: Canterbury Press, 2008), 187–203; Church of England, The Archbishops’ 

Council, The Mixed Ecologists. See Chapter 5, section 3, pp. 226–27 for discussion of the most recent 

announcement about priorities.



However, although hospitality is appealed to as an attractive and definitive 

quality for churches, it is rarely addressed beyond practical arrangements, or the 

summative claim for identity, and it is this conceptual deficit which I propose to 

address, but I will not be interacting with Derrida’s philosophical conception of 

hospitality, nor with Levinas on the Other,21 as I am treating hospitality as an attribute 

of human identity derived from God, not as an ethical conundrum. I will argue that 

hospitable listening evidenced in social action and pastoral care, and intentional 

inclusion in community as an act of prophetic hospitality are both integral to 

contemporary mission. In this thesis, I adopt a temporal framing of hospitality that 

mirrors the trajectory of scripture in order to reflect on creation and embodiment, and 

ecology and eschatology as means to question injustice and structures of power. 

Accordingly, in this introduction, I prefigure my specific arguments by giving a brief 

summary of each chapter,22 and clarifying the limits of my research, before defining 

the nature of my contribution.

2. Overview and outline of chapters

In Chapter 1, I examine practices around sharing meals and offering 

accommodation in the Bible by touching on Abraham and Sarah, Jesus and the 

disciples, and Peter, Paul, and the early converts, to find differences and 

commonalities between hosting and hospitality in the Hebrew scriptures and the 

Christian New Testament. In Chapter 2, I look at strangers and guests, and food and 

feasting in the Bible to identify recipients of shelter and protection, and invitees and 

participants. Although I conclude my historical examination of hospitality with the 

writings of Paul, I am not bracketing the period between the events recorded in the 

New Testament and the present day as though intervening time can be compressed to 

 5 

  

———————————
21 

Somewhat incongruously, the requisite nod to both even occurs in an academic article that features 

cute stills from a documentary about the stray cats of Istanbul, although the author uses the film as a 

basis for articulating what she perceives as the need for a ‘feral hospitality’ that is external to the house 

(Sara Swain, “Feral Hospitality: Thinking Outside the House with Kedi,” Public 31, no. 61 (December 

2020): 90–109. doi:10.1386/public_00028_1). 

22 

I capitalise references to specific chapters in this thesis, so as to differentiate between my work and 

that of other authors.



produce an unmediated cultural equivalence between their experience and ours. From 

inclusion in the past, Chapter 3 then addresses hospitality as a means to augment 

inclusion nowadays. I enquire how hospitality can be used as a theological resource to 

redress exclusion and stigmatisation, and I raise issues surrounding personhood for 

those living with dementia, or other cognitive or sensory-processing challenges, to 

consider Trinitarian relationality as a means to secure dignity.23 I develop the subject 

of inclusion in Chapter 4 by examining practices which potentiate hospitality and 

create accessible spaces and encounters of mutuality. I discuss how food and 

storytelling can promote social and liturgical inclusion, and I consider liturgical 

disruption during the COVID-19 pandemic, and hospitality at different scales. Writing 

this thesis as the pandemic followed its course has meant that considered expositions 

on the implications of lockdown and the virus are yet to come, but I entirely expect 

that future investigation of the liturgical improvisations during the pandemic period 

will uncover distinctive online expressions of hospitality.

In Chapter 5, I address the implicit question within the critique posed by 

Reddie,24 whether racism in the Church invalidates any claim of hospitality, and ask 

whether hospitality and mission are incompatible by looking at institutional 

definitions and grass roots praxis. Chapter 6 considers evangelistic hospitality and 

discipleship, and I use the examples of the Alpha Course and Messy Church. They 

both originated in the Church of England, and have stood the test of time and 

proliferated, although it should be noted that the tone of Mission-Shaped Church with 

regard to Alpha (and other initiatives) can be best be characterised as ambivalent.25 In 

 6 

  

———————————
23 

In the rest of the thesis I explore understandings of the subjective experience of contemplation and 

communion with God. I use Holy Communion and Eucharist interchangeably in this thesis, although I 

am aware not only that the valence of these terms differs, but also that the former aligns more with an 

evangelical outlook, whereas the latter is usually favoured by churches in the sacramental tradition. 

Except where I am following an author’s usage, communion has the connotations of spiritual and 

mystical communion with God, whereas Communion denotes the ritual celebration.

24 

See section 2.1, p. 8.

25 

‘After the 1990s’ peak of interest in church planting there came a stream of other supposed solutions 

to mission ineffectiveness: Seeker Services, the Toronto blessing, the Alpha course, Cell church, Celtic 

Worship, Pensicola [sic] Revival and most recently the “Transforming Communities” videos. Many of 

these initiatives have been wrongly interpreted as offering a “quick fix” to the mission dilemma of the 

Church. Enthusiasm for these new options has perhaps diminished enthusiasm for exploring costly and 



the course of this chapter I question whether hospitality becomes deformed if used 

purposefully.26 Incontestably, the practice of hospitality cannot be judged from paper 

or online evidence, or protestations of welcome, but needs to be consistent and 

genuine, and perceived as such, by those who come into the orbit of projects, services, 

or communities of believers. Therefore, in the case of Alpha and Messy Church, I 

have intentionally looked at foundational principles using formative publications, 

including blogs, as well as external evaluation by outsiders, in order to generalise and 

consider dissonance between aims and implementation. My final questions, in 

Chapter 7, are whether underdetermined hospitality goes unrecognised, and how 

context shapes hospitality. I will pursue these by looking at food, hunger, and poverty; 

the place of humility; online and offline church; and Church policy and the probable 

effects of post-COVID retrenchment. As I make clear throughout this thesis, 

hospitality is not reducible to a repertoire of measurable behaviours, but I maintain 

that the continuity of hospitality extended by the Church of England can still provide a 

witness to a fragmented society despite internal dissension and moral failures.

2.1. Scope, terms, and terminology

This thesis will look therefore at the retrieval of hospitality in Christian life 

and mission, and consider whether this rediscovery has been manifested adequately by 

a ‘mission-shaped’ Church of England, and how this might be changed by the more 

recent intention to be a ‘Jesus-shaped’ Church. I propose to identify the theology, 

values, and practices which underlie missional hospitality in the context of 

Anglicanism in twenty-first century England. I will reflect on scriptural precedent, 

present innovation, and potential futures for the practice of Christian hospitality as it 

pertains to the outreach and identity of the Church of England; so, I will not be 
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prayerful ways of enabling church to grow and develop in non-church cultures and places’ (Church of 

England, Mission and Public Affairs Council, Mission-Shaped Church, 26). Cf. multiple mentions of 

Alpha elsewhere in the report (Church of England, Mission and Public Affairs Council, Mission-Shaped 

Church, 51–52, 56, 60, 118–19).

26 

Pohl in Living into Community talks of ‘complications and deformations’ of hospitality, but I arrived 

at this research question independently, before I had read this work (Christine D. Pohl, Living Into 

Community: Cultivating Practices That Sustain Us (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans 

Publishing Company, 2012), 166).



considering hospitality in relation to migration, ecumenism, or interfaith relations, as 

these negotiations usually take place at a different scale, although that is not to 

dismiss local initiatives.27 At the outset, I need to acknowledge the enduring and 

shameful racism of the Church of England as an institution, which would preclude any 

unqualified claim of hospitality. In addition, the Church’s protracted denial and 

reluctance to deal with issues of historic sexual abuse on the one hand, and human 

sexuality on the other, has been equally unjustifiable and lacking in compassion. 

However, without seeking to mitigate appalling institutional apathy, or justify 

discrimination, be it the abusive treatment of clergy of colour, the historic rebuff to 

those of the Windrush generation, or the re-traumatisation of survivors of abuse, these 

gross failures do not render hospitality an improper subject for enquiry.

Nevertheless, Black liberation theologian Anthony Reddie is rightly suspicious 

about the ubiquity of hospitality in Church discourse, so he writes approvingly in the 

Foreword to Barrett and Harley’s Being Interrupted: Reimagining the Church’s 

Mission from the Outside, In: ‘Gone is the seemingly axiomatic trope of “hospitality” 

as the panacea for all ecclesial ills’, and he excoriates the ‘neo-colonial habitus’ of the 

Church of England ‘that has seen the Church assume for itself an indispensable 

position in God’s gracious economy’.28 I acknowledge that self-congratulatory 
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Examples of the recruitment of hospitality for these purposes can be seen in the following selection 

of texts: Bhogal writes of his Sikh heritage, and relates the welcome given to him by the local Methodist 

church after his family relocated from Kenya during his childhood, and uses it to consider the 

expansiveness of hospitality. See Inderjit Bhogal, A Table for All: A Challenge to Church and Nation, 

rev. ed. (Sheffield: Penistone Publications, 2000). Within a context of a theology of religions, Yong 

proposes a pneumatological account of interreligious hospitality, which celebrates diversity of practice 

and charism as outworkings of the divided tongues of Pentecost. See Amos Yong, Hospitality and the 

Other: Pentecost, Christian Practices and the Neighbor, Faith Meets Faith (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 

Books, 2008). Marshall advocates that Abraham be adopted as a role model by the faiths which look to 

him, stating, ‘the hospitality ethic is equally relevant to Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, so there is 

potential here for rapprochement’ (Mary J. Marshall, “Jesus: Glutton and Drunkard?” Journal for the 

Study of the Historical Jesus 3, no. 1 (2005): 60. doi:10.1177/1476869005053865). A similar plea is 

made by Reynolds, see Thomas E. Reynolds, “Toward a Wider Hospitality: Rethinking Love of 

Neighbour in Religions of the Book,” Irish Theological Quarterly 75, no. 2 (May 2010): 175–87. 

doi:10.1177/0021140009360497. This invitation to dialogue is taken up by Reaves, who concludes, ‘it 

is truly in the shelter of each other that we live’ (Jayme Reaves, Safeguarding the Stranger: An 

Abrahamic Theology and Ethic of Protective Hospitality (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 

2016), 243). 

28 

Anthony Reddie, “Foreword,” in Being Interrupted: Reimagining the Church’s Mission from the 

Outside, In, Al Barrett and Ruth Harley (London: SCM Press, 2020), xii. During the writing of this 



hospitality is a pernicious manifestation of the White privilege and entitlement that 

Reddie denounces repeatedly in his scholarship,29 and the slowness to change of the 

Church of England shows a reluctance to renounce the comforts of past deference. 

Admittedly, Swinton does advocate hospitality as one of a number of ‘practices of 

resistance’ to confront evil, and to stand against ‘xeno-racism’ (racism shown towards 

strangers, particularly the refugee and asylum-seeking stranger, where displacement 

assumes more significance than skin-colour).30 And yet, it remains a matter of shame 

that the Church of England drove away those post-war arrivals from the Caribbean 

who sought to continue practising their Anglican faith, and also continues to 

discriminate against its own long-suffering Black and Brown clergy, and members of 

its congregations, as France-Williams argues so eloquently in his 2020 book Ghost 

Ship: Institutional Racism and the Church of England.31 But, to engage with Reddie’s 

 9 

  

 ———————————————————————————— 
thesis, Reddie was appointed one of the members of the Archbishops’ Racial Justice Commission, 

which is discussed in prospect in Chapter 5, section 2.1, pp. 220–23 (Anonymous, “Archbishops’ 

Racial Justice Commission Members Announced.” News (blog), written by a ‘member of the 

Independent Commission’, Church of England (website), 7 October 2021, 

https://www.archbishopofcanterbury.org/priorities/archbishops-commission-racial-

justice/news/archbishops-racial-justice-commission-members). Significantly, he and his fellow 

appointees are not called Commissioners, which suggests limits to their power to effect change, 

although it is to be hoped that this is merely a linguistic oversight. In his review of From Lament to 

Action, the report of the Archbishops’ Anti-Racism Taskforce, which preceded the establishment of the 

Commission, Isiorho is pessimistic about the likelihood of implementation of recommended changes, 

and writes: ‘But to whom is this report addressed? Presumably, those who have the power to change 

things. Who can tell in the strange world and culture of the Church of England?’, thus reinforcing 

Reddie’s assessment of peculiar privilege (David Isiorho, “From Lament to Action, The Report of the 

Archbishops’ Anti-Racism Taskforce,” review of From Lament to Action: The Report of the 

Archbishops’ Anti-Racism Taskforce, 2021, by Arun Arora, et al., Black Theology 19, no. 2 

(2021): 182. doi:10.1080/14769948.2021.1954370). A paper for General Synod published in January 

2022 reported on progress since the publication of From Lament to Action: lack of funding, and 

recommendations that fell outside the remit of NCIs (National Church Institutions) were cited 

repeatedly, although some progress has been made (Malcolm Brown and Sanjee Perera, Racial Justice 

in the Church of England, General Synod paper GS 2243 (2022), 1–12. 

https://www.churchofengland.org/media/26417).

29 

In Theologising Brexit he dissects the shameful intersection of English Christian identity, 

parochialism and nationalism. See Anthony G. Reddie, Theologising Brexit: A Liberationist and 

Postcolonial Critique, Routledge New Critical Thinking in Religion, Theology and Biblical Studies 

(Abingdon: Routledge, 2019).

30 

John Swinton, Raging with Compassion: Pastoral Responses to the Problem of Evil, reprint, 2007 

(London: SCM Press, 2018), 69–89, 232–43, here at 88.

31 

Perhaps the most damning comment reported by France-Williams is that of a clergyman who sees 

diversity as antithetical to unity, and presumes to use the voice of God to back his own exclusionary 

agenda and validate his racism: ‘The spirit [sic] is saying that now is not the time for diversity, now is 

the time for unity’ (A. D. A. France-Williams, Ghost Ship, 123). 



evaluation, I argue that there is a difference between hospitality deployed in the 

service of ‘church growth’, and that which shares in the overflow of the life of God, 

and I develop this in the latter chapters of this thesis, after opening with the biblical 

warrant for hospitality in the first two main chapters.

As an ordained Anglican priest,32 Martyn Percy comments on the current top-

down focus on recruitment and membership, and how this is a shift from an Anglican 

polity that ‘seeks to serve society as whole’, exemplified in the theological conviction 

expressed in the 1985 report Faith in the City which highlighted the causes behind 

unrest and disturbance in the inner cities, and ‘championed the poor’.33 This moral 

fracture is mirrored in the paucity of reflection behind the deployment of hospitality in 

the aforementioned 2019 report From Stranger to Friend, which I discuss in 

Chapter 5.34 I contend that the obligation to hospitality is inescapable for Christians, 

and that broadening the scope of hospitality from glib metaphor and a veneer of 

‘welcome’ into precept and praxis provides a means of addressing injustice and 

exclusion through the simultaneous interrogation of self-proclaimed hospitality, and 

the recognition of implicit hospitality.

I write as a White woman, and a communicant member of the Church of 

England, but I have no remit to defend the indefensible, therefore Reddie’s opinion 

does not dismay me, despite the avowed intent of this thesis, because I adopt a 

theological anthropology of the interdependence of divine hospitality and 

creatureliness, which can only eventuate in humility; so I am not advocating a 

simplistic resort to pietistic or strategic hospitality, but undertaking a wider 

theorisation which moves beyond the insularity of church life, mission, and 
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32 

Martyn Percy announced his decision to leave the Church of England in May 2022. See Martyn 

Percy, “Martyn Percy: Why I’m Leaving the Church of England,” Prospect, 11 May 2022. 

https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/society-and-culture/martyn-percy-why-im-leaving-the-church-of-

england. See Chapter 5, section 2, p. 214 n. 35 for the background to his departure.

33 

Martyn Percy, “Mission as Reception: Reframing Evangelism in the Church of England,” in 

Changing the Church: Transformations of Christian Belief, Practice, and Life, ed. Mark D. Chapman 

and Vladimir Latinovic, Pathways for Ecumenical and Interreligious Dialogue (Cham: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2021), 139–42.

34 

Church of England, The Archbishops’ Council, From Stranger to Friend.



governance. As a consequence, although I consider the particular issue of 

disestablishment, I will not be considering ecclesiology specifically, but I aim to 

progress hospitality beyond a stratagem for procuring the viability of the Church, or 

nourishment and refreshments, into the areas of spiritual vitality, and a healthy 

relationship with the natural world. Chester advocates for evangelistic hospitality with 

the assertion: ‘Community and mission are more than meals, but it’s hard to conceive 

of them without meals’,35 but in my view, inclusive hospitality extends beyond 

commensality to an awareness of creatureliness, and thence to the environment, thus 

enabling a pleasing circularity whereby an awareness of the ecology of food enriches 

discussion of meals. Although I will examine food and feasting, it must be 

emphasised that I am not advocating an alternative ‘table-shaped’ Church, as such 

literalism would limit hospitality merely to ingestion, whether it be at meals, or the 

Eucharist, rather than opening the concept of hospitality up to global application. 

Instead of an introverted focus on instrumental hospitality, I outline how being seen 

and heard are vital to hospitality. Accordingly, I use seeing, listening,36 and 

storytelling, at a personal level, and social action and social justice at a community 

level, to define and discern hospitality and inclusion, as much as the presence, or 

absence, of eating at domestic, liturgical, or ritual meals. (And generous hospitality 

can be shown without food, as in the story of the woman at the house of Simon, who 

weeps over, and anoints, the feet of Jesus.)37

 11 

  

———————————
35 

Tim Chester, A Meal with Jesus: Discovering Grace, Community & Mission Around the Table 

(Nottingham: IVP, 2011), 15, emphasis in original.

36 

Sensory language has to be considered as potentially exclusionary, as theologian John Hull uncovers 

in his account of how sight-loss sensitised him to the use of darkness and blindness as biblical 

metaphors, but in the following discussions seeing and listening should be taken as synonymous with 

attentiveness, apprehension, and awareness, however mediated. See John M. Hull, In the Beginning 

There Was Darkness: A Blind Person’s Conversations with the Bible (London: SCM Press, 2001). 

Although, on a related point, Hickman identifies how the labour required to mediate sign-language 

interpretation, talking books, subtitles or transcripts is naturalised. See Louise Hickman, “Access 

Workers, Transcription Machines, and Other Intimate Colleagues: Disability, Technology and Labor 

Practices in the Production of Knowledge (1956-Present),” PhD dissertation (San Diego, CA: 

University of California, 2018). 

37 

See Chapter 1, section 3. A postponed immersive installation by artist Chris Levine entitled 

‘LIGHT’, which opened at Durham Cathedral in May 2021, offers a postmodern take on the practice. 

The experience intends to be ‘symbolic of the medieval tradition of footwashing as pilgrims reach their 

destination’: the footsore are virtually bathed in laser-light as they hear an accompanying soundtrack of 



 I am constructing hospitality both as an earthy virtue born of biological and 

social necessity, and enjoined by scripture, and as future consummation glimpsed 

through liturgy, sacrament, and koinōnia.38 Therefore, I am developing a conception 

of hospitality directed towards social justice, which supports personhood, and 

convenes the creaturely in a recognition of the intersection of biology, ecology, and 

spirituality. I contend that hospitality provides an heuristic for interrogating church 

life, ritual, food, and the digital environment, and the relevance of such enquiry has 

become even more apparent during the rigours of COVID-19. As a consequence, I 

approach hospitality in this thesis not only in relation to food and shelter, but also to 

inclusion and belonging. I acknowledge that hegemonic inclusion that enforces 

normativity and seeks to maintain the status quo is problematic, but belonging is 

potentially passive without consideration of how people are included,39 and so I will 

look at how the Church nationally and locally perpetrates exclusion. Brock is clear 

that ‘Christian theology offers a politics of redeemed communion that displaces the 

politics of both exclusion and inclusion’, but although I agree with him, attention has 

to be paid to the practicalities of inclusion, and the experience of direct and indirect 

exclusion has to be considered.40
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sacred choral music by The Sixteen (Durham Cathedral, “LIGHT at the End of the Tunnel - Chris 

Levine’s Art Installation Welcomes Visitors Back to Durham Cathedral.” 27 May 2021, 

https://www.durhamcathedral.co.uk/news/light-chris-levine).

38 

The full context of Pauline usage and innovation in the use of koinōnia is provided by McDermott 

(Michael McDermott, “The Biblical Doctrine of ΚΟΙΝΩNIA,” Biblische Zeitschrift 19, no. 1 

(1975): 64–77; John Michael McDermott, “The Biblical Doctrine of ΚΟΙΝΩNIA (II. Part),” Biblische 

Zeitschrift 19, no. 2 (1975): 219–33, both by same author). The fundamental meaning of the noun 

koinōnia is ‘ “common share or participation in”, then “association”, “community”, and, most generally, 

almost any type of common relation among people or things’ (Michael McDermott, “The Biblical 

Doctrine of ΚΟΙΝΩNIA,” 65). It is usually translated as Christian fellowship, but see Chapter 7, section 

3.2, p. 312 for a challenge to this interpretation.

39 

From their research with young people with disabilities and their families, Carter, Biggs, and Boehm 

distinguish between ‘being present’ and ‘having a presence’, and present a framework of ten connected 

dimensions of belonging: ‘Being present, noticed, welcomed, accepted, supported, cared for, known, 

befriended, needed, and loved may each contribute to an assurance that one matters within and is truly 

part of a particular community of faith’ (Erik W. Carter, Elizabeth E. Biggs, and Thomas L. Boehm, 

“Being Present Versus Having a Presence: Dimensions of Belonging for Young People with Disabilities 

and Their Families,” Christian Education Journal 3rd ser., 13, no. 1 (2016): 140). Cf. John Swinton, 

“From Inclusion to Belonging: A Practical Theology of Community, Disability and Humanness,” 

Journal of Religion, Disability & Health 16, no. 2 (2012): 184. doi:10.1080/15228967.2012.676243. 

See Chapter 3, section 6.2, p. 164.

40 

Brian Brock, Wondrously Wounded: Theology, Disability, and the Body of Christ, Studies in 



With regard to hospitality as inclusion, Cherry draws on and adapts Isasi-Diaz, 

to suggest that ‘an attitude of kin-ness’ is ‘fundamental to discipleship’.41 He 

continues: ‘Kin-ness would be the attitude that we hold towards those who are like us 

despite the fact that what we first notice about them is their unlikeness’.42 

Accordingly, in proposing hospitality as a means of surmounting physical and 

spiritual exclusion, I will consider the experience of those living with the social and 

cognitive challenges of dementia, autism, and learning disabilities in general, although 

I rely on textual analysis and reflection, rather than lived-experience of disability. 

Whilst I am aware of the limitations of such an approach, it is justified because those 

perspectives are necessary to establish the normality of difference, and identify 

barriers to accessing church. I have chosen to retain the term learning disabilities in 

preference to intellectual disability, as it would seem both logical and axiomatic that 

the simpler and more accessible term should be used if a designation is needed at all, 

which it is not in face-to-face encounter. To my mind, learning disabilities implies 

both a continuum and potential for development, whereas intellectual disabilities is 

more open to potential abuse as a means of denying rationality, and thence humanity. 

Obviously, people come before labels, and my use of the former term does not imply 

any disrespect. Having outlined the limits of my research, and reflected on my 

situatedness as a researcher, I now turn to specifying my usage of the terms Church 

and mission.

2.2. Defining Church and mission

Mission-Shaped Church defined so-called ‘double listening’ as a process of 

‘listening to the culture where a church might be established, and to the inherited 

tradition of the gospel and the church’.43 Grammatically, chronologically, and 
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Religion, Theology, and Disability (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2019), 201, emphasis in 

original.

41 

Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz, Mujerista Theology (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1996), 88–92, cited in 

Stephen Cherry, “Relational Discipleship,” in The Meanings of Discipleship: Being Disciples Then and 

Now, ed. Andrew Hayes and Stephen Cherry (London: SCM Press, 2021), 160.

42 

Cherry, “Relational Discipleship,” 160, emphasis in original.

43 

Church of England, Mission and Public Affairs Council, Mission-Shaped Church, 104, emphasis 

mine.



historically, this definition would seem to have specified three voices, although it is 

probably not politic to suggest that the tradition of the Church of England does not 

conform to the gospel tradition. As my thesis is looking at the place of hospitality in a 

church defined by mission and her Lord, neither is this the place to get into debates 

about the distinctions between kingdom and church, epitomised in the obligatory 

allusion by the would-be ecclesial renegade to variants of Loisy’s dictum that ‘Jesus 

foretold the kingdom, and it was the Church that came’,44 an assertion which can then 

used to flagellate the institutional church.45 This is not to deny the fact that, as Barrett 

states succinctly: ‘Most of the problems of New Testament scholarship were posed by 

Loisy in [those] dozen words’,46 which is complemented by Bosch’s equally pithy 

paraphrase of Aagaard: ‘There is church because there is mission, not vice versa’.47 

Bretherton also makes a pertinent contribution to the wider debate:

To emphasise the person of Jesus and the kingdom of God as somehow 
necessarily in opposition to the history of the church is to fall into a 
kind of ‘Jesuology’: an attempt to escape history as if Christians can 
simply copy the primitive church or ask what would Jesus do and 
ignore two thousand years of church history.48

In Tomlinson’s opinion: ‘One feature that has historically preserved the Church of 

England from confusing the Church with the kingdom is the notion of the parish’,49 

but it needs to be asked whether the shift centrally from ‘mission-shaped’ to ‘Jesus-

shaped’ (and ‘Christ-centred’) is an attempt to render the structures and processes of 
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C. K. Barrett, Jesus and the Gospel Tradition, reprint, 1967 (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 

2005), 68.

45 

For example, Ward makes the customary reference in his influential deconstruction of prevailing 

understandings of the form of church . See Pete Ward, Liquid Church (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson 

Publishers; Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 2002), 8–10.

46 

C. K. Barrett, Jesus and the Gospel Tradition, 68.

47 

Anna Marie Aagaard, “Missio Dei in Katholischer Sicht,” Evangelische Theologie 34 (1974): 423, 

cited in David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission, American 

Society of Missiology Series, no. 16 (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1991), 390. This statement is cited 

in Mission-Shaped Church, but is attributed to Bosch. See Church of England, Mission and Public 

Affairs Council, Mission-Shaped Church, 85.

48 

Luke Bretherton, “Beyond the Emerging Church?” in Remembering Our Future: Explorations in 

Deep Church, ed. Andrew Walker and Luke Bretherton, Deep Church (London: Paternoster, 2007), 37, 

emphasis in original. In terms of spiritual formation and expression of faith, this desire by some is 

probably not helped by the lack, highlighted by Parry, of Trinitarian hymns and songs within 

contemporary charismatic worship. See Robin A. Parry, Worshipping Trinity: Coming Back to the 

Heart of Worship, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: The Lutterworth Press, 2013). 

49 

Dave Tomlinson, Re-Enchanting Christianity: Faith in an Emerging Culture (Norwich: Canterbury 

Press, 2008), 134–35.



the Church less visible, and thus less open to internal and external critique. Indeed, it 

could be seen as an institutional iteration of problematic identification with Jesus by 

the privileged which features prominently in the aforementioned book by Barrett and 

Harley, wherein they chart an alternative mindset for mission in the Church of 

England.50 Even if the suspicion of archiepiscopal prestidigitation is unwarranted, it 

will be noticeable in this thesis that I differentiate between the edicts of the structural 

entity of the Church of England, or the opinions of bishops and archbishops, and the 

activity of the parish or Fresh Expression, and the responses of other clergy and the 

laity.

I am confining discussion to the Hebrew scriptures, and examples of 

continuity and innovation in the New Testament, so except where I have followed the 

usage of the author I am discussing, I refer either to the ekklēsia or the early Church, 

but I do not consider the development of the Early Church ad extra.51 Otherwise, 

church is a general reference, and ‘the Church’ indicates either the universal Church, 

or the Church of England, as appropriate. More widely within theology, speculation 

on relations between the persons of the Trinity is used to theorise human sociality, or 

posit the nature of church, but although I make due reference to perichoresis (the 

interrelationship of the Persons of the Trinity, and their retention of distinctiveness) 

and koinōnia, I am mainly looking at the reasoning and assumptions behind why these 

concepts are thought to be useful, rather than their origins, or slippage in their usage 
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Al Barrett and Ruth Harley, Being Interrupted: Reimagining the Church’s Mission from the Outside, 

In (London: SCM Press, 2020), 84, 138–39. See Chapter 5, section 5.1, p. 245.

51 

Trebilco notes that ‘ε

�

κκλησι

'

α is used as a self-designation or label 114 times in the NT, with the 

meaning of “assembly”, “gathering” or “community”. It has often been argued that ε

�

κκλησι

'

α was first 

used a self-designation in Jerusalem by the Hellenists who are first referred to in Acts 6.1’ (Paul 

Trebilco, “Why Did the Early Christians Call Themselves η

�

 ε

�

κκλησι

'

α?” New Testament Studies 57, 

no. 3 (July 2011): 440. doi:10.1017/S0028688511000087). He explains that the ‘Jerusalem “Hellenists” 

are best understood as Jewish Christians who spoke only Greek and understood little or no Aramaic, in 

contrast to the “Hebrews” who spoke Aramaic as their mother tongue as well as at least some Greek” 

(Trebilco, “Why Did the Early Christians Call Themselves η

�

 ε

�

κκλησι

'

α?” 440). He considers the 

probable reasoning behind the initial use for the Jerusalem assembly, and concludes that ‘the main 

alternative term, συναγωγη

'

 [synagogue], was already in public use’, but they could ‘use ε

�

κκλησι

'

α to 

claim theological continuity with the OT people of God, without thereby saying that other Jews were 

not the OT people of God’ (Trebilco, “Why Did the Early Christians Call Themselves 

η

�

 ε

�

κκλησι

'

α?” 456, 458, emphasis in original).



over time.52 Indeed, Carson, Fairhurst, Rooms, and Withrow in their book on 

hospitality assert that ekklēsia is the diametric opposite of the shared God-given 

togetherness of koinōnia.53 However, I maintain that Carson et al. are not arguing in 

good faith, as all but one of the authors are ordained, so they entertain this speculation 

while retaining the privilege afforded by ecclesial structure. Furthermore, although the 

experience represented in the New Testament is subjectively irrecoverable, to 

effectively invalidate all subsequent claims of fellowship because of the concretisation 

of a concept unknown to the first believers is self-defeating. Wolter could be seen as 

concurring with their argument, in that he sees a gradual loss of festive egalitarianism 

as Christianity was institutionalised and inculturated, but he exhorts: ‘we should never 

forget that Christianity started as a feast’, and this thesis takes that injunction to 

heart.54 Having laid my themes and research questions on the table, defined the 

parameters of my enquiry, and reflected on my situatedness as a researcher, I will 

begin by looking at the necessity for the undertaking.
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With regard to the former, this necessary task of outlining divergence from past doctrinal 

understandings is undertaken by Holmes, who states: ‘I see the twenteth-century [sic] renewal of 

Trinitarian theology as depending in large part on concepts and ideas that cannot be found in patristic, 

medieval, or Reformation accounts of the doctrine of the Trinity. In some cases, indeed, they are points 

explicitly and energetically repudiated as erroneous – even occasionally as formally heretical – by the 

earlier tradition. This is a historical judgement; it may be that recent writers are right in their accounts 

of the content and use of Trinitarian doctrine, but if so, we need to conclude that the majority of the 

Christian tradition has been wrong in what it has claimed about the eternal life of God’ (Stephen R. 

Holmes, The Quest for the Trinity: The Doctrine of God in Scripture, History and Modernity, Christian 

Doctrines in Historical Perspective (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2012), 2). 

53 

Timothy Carson, et al., Crossing Thresholds: A Practical Theology of Liminality (Cambridge: The 

Lutterworth Press, 2021), 26–27.

54 

Michael Wolter, “Primitive Christianity as a Feast,” in Feasts and Festivals, ed. Christopher Mark 

Tuckett, Contributions to Biblical Exegesis and Theology, 53 (Leuven: Peeters, 2009), 180–82, here at 

182. He suggests that the feast in primitive Christianity constituted an alternate bounded social reality 

wherein a distinctive Christian identity was displayed and experienced, but that Paul expected the ethics 

of the feast to be coterminous with the conduct of daily life: ‘Among Christians the feast never ends’ 

(Wolter, “Primitive Christianity as a Feast,” 173, 179–80).



Hospitality

Background and reflections

1. In search of hospitality

Between 1999 and 2012 the Church Army Research Unit in Sheffield 

published the Encounters on the Edge series of booklets intended to highlight 

examples of innovative practice in a variety of contexts, and they are commended as 

resource in Mission-Shaped Church.1 This initiative pre-dated Mission-Shaped 

Church, and was intended as encouragement that there was not a singular template for 

church growth. Obviously, these condensed reports reflect the perspective of the 

individual authors, and are concerned to record and disseminate noteworthy and 

innovative examples of mission and provision in order to promote evangelism, but 

their framing of hospitality, contemporaneous with the publication and adoption of the 

‘mission-shaped’ strategy, is a useful source for my contention of the inadequacy of 

the conceptualisation of hospitality. In the vignettes contained in these fifty-six 

booklets, there are the remarks which might be expected on hospitality in the welcome 

given to the investigator, hospitality as a personal quality, or hospitality as a sign of 

spiritual maturity and self-knowledge.2 There is mention of the ‘remedial hospitality’ 

offered by the Northumbria Community to those who have dropped out of church, and 

hospitality is also mentioned as a mark of maturity for their so-called ‘new monastic’ 

intentional community, which takes inspiration from the monastic hospitality of the 

past.3 Benedictine hospitality is alluded to in the booklet on the A Rocha communities 

built around conservation,4 but, as I develop in Chapter 4 on practices that contribute 
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Church of England, Mission and Public Affairs Council, Mission-Shaped Church, 104, 107.
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George Lings, Eternity: The Beginning, Encounters on the Edge, no. 4 (Sheffield: Church Army, The 

Sheffield Centre, 1999), 3; George Lings, Across a Threshold: A Family of Rural Church Plants, 

Encounters on the Edge, no. 42 (Sheffield: Church Army, The Sheffield Centre, 2009), 3; George 

Lings, Christ Church Bridlington: Mission-Shaped Thinking in a Larger Church, Encounters on the 

Edge, no. 47 (Sheffield: Church Army, The Sheffield Centre, 2010), 7; Claire Dalpra, The Cost of 
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to hospitality, and Chapter 7 on potential futures for the Church, hospitality can also 

be sought through ecological awareness. A description is given of a network of ‘mini-

churches’, which began from a Bible study for international students by former 

international students, that is based upon the questionable triad of the ‘three Rs: Rice, 

Relationships and Rescue’, which are seen as emblematic of hospitality.5 Importantly, 

the difficulties of domestic hospitality are adduced twice.6 More unambiguous 

mentions of meals come in the statement regarding ‘two symbiotic relationships of 

hospitality: genuine relationships and good food’,7 illustrated in the example from 

another booklet of the relationships between mothers who held a monthly ‘prayer 

breakfast’ which led to a school-based church.8 Lings also makes reference to the 

hospitality of a building,9 but this is more to do with ambience than disabled-access.

 18 

  

 ———————————————————————————— 
3 

George Lings, Northumbria Community: Matching Monastery and Mission, Encounters on the Edge, 

no. 29 (Sheffield: Church Army, The Sheffield Centre, 2006), 26; Claire Dalpra, The Cost of 

Community, 6–7.

4 

George Lings, A Rocha: Christians, Conservation and the Community, Encounters on the Edge, no. 

26 (Sheffield: Church Army, The Sheffield Centre, 2005), 19.

5 

George Lings, DNA Networks: Open Community Centred on Jesus, Encounters on the Edge, no. 51 
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55 (Sheffield: Church Army, The Sheffield Centre, 2012), 7–8.
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George Lings, A Short Intermission: How Can Church Be Expressed Within the Arts? Encounters on 

the Edge, no. 25 (Sheffield: Church Army, The Sheffield Centre, 2005), 13, 25; George Lings, Reading 

the Signs, Encounters on the Edge, no. 21 (Sheffield: Church Army, The Sheffield Centre, 2004), 20. 

Cf. Robitscher’s assertion: ‘The hospitality expressed in the architecture of sacred space is really a 

sacrament (outward sign) of the hospitality of the people who worship there’ (Jan B. Robitscher, 

“Through Glasses Darkly: Discovering a Liturgical Place,” in Human Disability and the Service of 

God: Reassessing Christian Practice, ed. Nancy L. Eiesland and Don E. Saliers (Nashville, TN: 

Abingdon Press, 1998), 148). For this to be true, there has to be cognisance of the reality of Garland-

Thomson’s observation: ‘The built and arranged space through which we navigate our lives tends to 

offer fits to majority bodies and functioning and create misfits with minority forms of embodiment, such 

as people with disabilities’ (Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, “Misfits: A Feminist Materialist Disability 

Concept,” Hypatia 26, no. 3 (Summer 2011): 594. doi:10.1111/j.1527–2001.2011.01206.x). Thus, 

Jacobs is compelled to question the ‘rhetoric of hospitality’; she calls for the status quo to be 

questioned, and a complete rethink of worship spaces and practices, so that disabled people can be fully 

accommodated rather than being ‘permanent guests’ (Naomi Lawson Jacobs, “The Upside-Down 

Kingdom of God: A Disabilities Studies Perspective on Disabled People’s Experiences in Churches and 

Theologies of Disability,” PhD thesis (SOAS University of London, 2019), 98–100, 203. 

http://eprints.soas.ac.uk/32204).



In booklet 45, The X Factor Within, ‘ “extravagant hospitality” ’ in the context 

of a café is characterised as ‘ “warmth, welcome, acceptance and service” ’, which 

could be seen as hyperbolic, but does take in some of the qualities that I am seeking to 

promote.10 After a promising mention of Trinitarian hospitality, Lings proceeds to 

write about café church thus: ‘I do not believe that coffee makes it easier to follow 

Jesus, but café has a part to play in putting eating together firmly back into the pattern 

of discipleship’,11 and this conjunction of food and Trinity begins to approach my 

conceptualisation of hospitality.12 As far discipleship goes, Kim identifies the 

dichotomy between ‘discipleship-as-spirituality’ and ‘discipleship-as-mission’, and in 

this thesis I show how hospitality can be present in both, and represent both 

understandings, although in this instance, Lings is obviously referring to the latter.13 

Thus, in Lings’ view, the church that convenes as a café once a month, in place of the 

morning service, in order to serve the community by providing a free breakfast, is 

seen as offering ‘real hospitality’, because in his terms, it does not expect ‘middle 

class’ reciprocity.14 However, I contend that café can be a misnomer, because it 

suggests asynchronous paid-for eating, as in the example of another church which 

operates a café during the week, but also offers social activities and group-support.15 

More restrainedly, Lings characterises the innovative Mass held in a supermarket 

before opening-hours, while intending shoppers breakfasted in the already-open café, 

merely as an example of ‘eucharistic hospitality’.16 Lings’ most imaginative 

conceptual leap, in a study of the redevelopment of the church-site and the 

development of town-wide community projects and services in a working-class 
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community, is to invoke the Cistercians in order to make two claims which draw upon 

hospitality as an ‘inherent monastic virtue’: the first, about redeeming the land, 

co-inheres with the second: ‘Liberation of people is within the best monastic 

tradition’.17

These scant mentions of hospitality serve merely to tantalise. Given the 

assumptions of many people when the word hospitality is mentioned in church circles, 

and despite some of the foregoing examples, it must be emphasised from the 

beginning that hospitality is more than coffee (even the refined option of cappuccino 

and labyrinths envisioned by Pete Ward in Liquid Church in 2002).18 Bradshaw 

attributes the provision of ‘watery instant coffee’ after services as a residual legacy of 

the Parish Communion movement of the early-twentieth century, which advocated the 

practice of fasting before Communion, so the serving of a parish breakfast supported 

abstention before reception.19 Thus, the quest to move beyond the inevitable and 

exiguous coffee, even Fair Trade coffee, in the discussion of hospitality in church—

valuable though the serving of refreshments during, or after services, in cafés or at 

coffee mornings, undoubtedly is—comes up against an inadequate understanding and 

articulation of hospitality. In a chapter of a book on re-imagining priesthood in the 

Church of England, and a section enticingly entitled ‘Refreshment’, Collins converses 

 20 

  

———————————
17 

Lings, Christ Church Bridlington, 11, bold omitted. I should declare an interest at this juncture, as 

Christ Church is my home church. I will examine the redemptive use of glebe and church land further in 

Chapter 7, section 2.2, pp. 302–3.

18 

Pete Ward, Liquid Church, 97.

19 
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English examples I am using to establish a baseline.) Further to the quality of beverages and social 

intercourse, Lings observes in the booklet on Messy Church that ‘fellowship need not mean bad coffee 

and artificial conversations’ (George Lings, Messy Church: Ideal for All Ages? Encounters on the Edge, 

no. 46 (Sheffield: Church Army, The Sheffield Centre, 2010), 8). Messy Church is discussed at length 

in Chapter 6, so I make no further comment on content or presentation here.



with her fellow author about the ‘church together’ in a place functioning as a ‘kind of 

cultural pedagogy of formation’, citing practices of Christian pilgrimage and 

spirituality, and making reference to God’s abundance and environmental 

stewardship, and spiritual disciplines including listening, but without any overt 

mention of hospitality.20 By contrast, in his book Dethroning Mammon: Making 

Money Serve Grace, Justin Welby shared the mission statement of a church he led 

before becoming the Archbishop of Canterbury: ‘more parties, less [sic] meetings’, 

but this commendable aspiration has found no correlate at the level of the national 

identity of the Church.21 Therefore, in the popular understanding, hospitality in 

mission is identified primarily with the Alpha Course and Messy Church, as though 

they hold the prerogative for being hospitable, thus obviating the need for more 

widespread reflection on hospitality as an ecclesial practice and virtue. Having 

clarified my usage of hospitality, and justified my investigation, I will now examine 

the conceptual underpinning for mentions of hospitality in the literature of missiology 

and spirituality.

1.1. Hospitality and evangelism

Mission-Shaped Church uses the tersely monosyllabic ‘IN . . . UP . . . OUT . . . 

OF’ to stand for the defining ‘one, holy, catholic and apostolic’ of the Nicene Creed, 

but importantly for my account of hospitality, Moynagh complicates this condensed 

formula thus:

However, the language is unfortunate. It is directional rather than 
relational. Worse, in terms of UP and OUT, it is unidirectional, 
whereas the relationships flow in two directions. The church does not 
only reach up to God, God reaches down to the church (if we can think 
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In a similar vein, speaking from within the Methodist church, Bhogal comments: ‘We’ve taken the fun 

out by focusing on meeting and not on eating’ (Inderjit Bhogal, A Table for All: A Challenge to Church 

and Nation, rev. ed. (Sheffield: Penistone Publications, 2000), 15). However, he cautions that God ‘will 

only prepare a table in order to celebrate where there is freedom from oppression, even if that means 

providing a table in the wilderness. There can be no party when there is oppression’ (Bhogal, A Table 

for All, 30).



in such terms). Nor does the church merely go out into the world. It 
also receives from the world.22

Nevertheless, parallels can be seen with Nouwen’s journey of inner transformation 

leading to outward engagement for the individual Christian,23 or the spirituality of the 

missionary congregations foreseen by Robert Warren in 1995,24 which anticipated and 

influenced the ‘mission-shaped’ agenda. Theologian Daniel Hardy describes the four 

credal ‘marks’ as ‘practical norms’ which are ‘performed through practices such as 

common worship, discipline, virtuous living, forgiveness and reconciliation, mutual 

compassion, care for the oppressed etc’.25 Hospitality, as I am conceiving it, is 

included in many elements of these named practices, but also inheres in the normative 

assumptions of his et cetera, as is evident from his conclusion: ‘Hence, faith in Jesus 

Christ takes the form of certain practices of inter-human life, which in turn constitute 

a distinctive kind of society whose missionary purpose is the fulfilment of all social 

life – in anticipation of the kingdom of God’.26 As I will show through discussion of 

hospitality and lament, both spiritual and ecological, and hospitality as inclusion, 

hospitality is situated in the realities of life, but is inextricably linked with future 

consummation.

South African missiologist David Bosch identified the relational shift in 

postmodernity, but his seminal late-twentieth-century text on mission contains only 

one indexed reference to hospitality, which relates to Paul urging believers that they 

should show hospitality beyond the local ekklēsia,27 whereas, within two decades, the 

neologistic ‘missional’ church in America would assert hospitality as a 
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characteristic.28 Thus, hospitality is now advocated as a communal and ecclesial 

practice in postmodernity as an alternative to traditional methods of evangelism by 

scholars, church leaders, and consultants.29 Further to my characterisation of 

hospitality, Moynagh predicts that a ‘serving-first journey’, which starts with 

listening, ‘is likely to become the missional method of choice for witnessing 

communities in the twenty-first century’.30 In an alternative account of emerging 

evangelism in postmodernity, Finney puts forward the attractions of mystery and the 

‘festive hospitality’ of God.31 This indirectly supports Drane on how the church 

embraced rationality and efficiency, and became ‘McDonaldized’ and distanced from 

society, although Drane calls for the recovery of embodied practices of worship and 

evangelism through dance and mime, as one response.32 Ironically, notwithstanding 

his over-ruling comparison between impersonal fast-food service and a sociofugal 

church, he fails to consider Christian hospitality, despite its meeting of bodily and 

spiritual needs. However, in 2008 he identified culturally-inclusive ‘intentional 

hospitality’ as a mark of maturity for Fresh Expressions.33 So, in the same year, in an 

essay on the essence of the Church, Atkins asserts confidently: ‘Nearly all fresh 

expressions take seriously Christian hospitality as a defining practice’, without feeling 
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the need to provide further evidence.34 A parallel development to the emergence of 

evangelistic hospitality has seen the doctrine of the Trinity used to give impetus to the 

mission of the Church, and it is divine hospitality that I discuss next.

1.2. Hospitality and Trinity

Thus, in 2002 Ward made the observation: ‘The idea of mission and worship 

as the Trinitarian dance of God is growing in popularity and significance in 

theological circles’, although he elsewhere draws on Healy’s notion of ‘ “blueprint 

ecclesiologies” ’ which critique ‘ “ideal ecclesiology” ’.35 Indeed, Harvey transposes 

that selfsame concept of perichoresis to the (then) ‘mixed economy’ of the Church of 

England to make a plea for the mission-potential of a playful celebration of the co-

existence of Fresh Expressions and inherited church.36 Mobsby and Berry, meanwhile, 

propose God as ‘humble community’ to declare: ‘The Trinity [i]s a radically mutual 

community, a community of the meal table, not the boardroom table!’, in their 

exploration of perichoresis as a basis for the new monastic community.37 More 

substantively, in his recapitulation of monastic virtues, Mobsby uses Zizioulas from 

the Orthodox tradition, and the work of Volf to propound a perichoretic understanding 

of community and hospitality.38 However, MacDougall prudently enjoins 
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‘eschatological reticence’,39 and Vanhoozer cautions: ‘Many communio ecclesiologies 

give too thin an account both of what it means to participate in the Trinity and the 

Trinity itself’, and concludes that a weakness of focusing on community rather than 

kingdom is to ‘make communio into an idealized Platonic form that abstracts from the 

actual history of the church and distracts from the church’s present conflicts and 

ongoing mission’.40 Indeed, Morris rejects social Trinitarianism as a foundation for re-

contextualising church, and proposes that the relationality of ‘gift-exchange’ that ‘lies 

at the heart’ of the Pauline metaphor of the church as the body of Christ is to be 

preferred.41 Her thesis requires that she expend her efforts on sustaining and 

elaborating her own intentionally dissonant metaphor of the church as suspension 

bridge, to the detriment of any discussion of gift-giving as culturally shaped.42 The 

usefulness of both hermeneutical loci is preserved in my conception of hospitality 

because it encompasses not only the giving and receiving of gifts, but also physical 

embodiment, spiritual incorporation, and the constitution of the ecclesial body, as well 

as the nature of God. Further to the critiques of Vanhoozer and Morris, I make a 

different but related assertion, namely that it is easy for pioneers such as Mobsby to 

advance these claims because it enables them to disassociate themselves from the 
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perceived failings of the inherited modes of church and outreach by claiming a divine 

mandate for innovation.

Nevertheless, in a carefully phrased opinion, George Lings, former director of 

the Church Army Research Unit (CARU),43 and the foremost researcher on Fresh 

Expressions, declares:

unless and until Church is deeply and effectively community-in-
mission, we shall neither follow the example of the three persons of the 
one Trinity nor connect well with God’s world and make much 
impression upon it. To live out being community-in-mission, with an 
identity reproduced from the Trinity, in limited human imitation of 
them, is the primary call of the Church.44

Thus, it remains possible to say that hospitality as an earthly practice rooted in shared 

humanity is mirrored in the heart of God, and so perichoresis is also brought to bear 

by Swinton in his analysis of human personhood.45 Such bids to preserve dignity and 

selfhood are analogous to the intent of Volf’s exploration, from an emic perspective 

as a Croat, of the existential threat to life and identity, and how a rhetoric of ‘othering’ 

can be overcome through an understanding of the implications of ‘perichoretic 

covenantal embrace’.46 Supremely, Bretherton deems the renewal of communion 

between God and humanity through Christ’s self-giving ‘an exceptional act of radical 

hospitality’.47 Morisy, meanwhile, deems hospitality as ‘radical’ because it allows for 

the essential autonomy of the other.48 Thus, a combination of Volf and Morisy’s 

understanding of respect for the other, coupled with Lings’ view of the importance of 

the Church’s vocation to community, can enable a non-oppressive offering of 
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hospitality which does not aim to erase difference. Inclusion can otherwise be 

perceived as problematic assimilation, but I contend that an uncoercive hospitality 

proceeds from needs common to all: hunger, the need for security, and the need for 

recognition and affirmation. Having alluded to hospitality in missional praxis and 

divine relationship, I will now look at its representation in popular and academic 

literature.

2. Hospitality, past and present

The most frequently referenced authors for the present day practice of 

hospitality are Catholic priest Henri Nouwen and the American scholar Christine 

Pohl. The titles of their respective books indicate their particular stances: Nouwen’s 

1976 book Reaching Out: The Three Movements of the Spiritual Life assumes 

hospitality is part of the faith-development of the individual believer,49 whereas 

Pohl’s declared aim two decades later in Making Room: Recovering the Practice of 

Christian Hospitality is a reinstitution of hospitality, and she commends a communal 

approach to meeting need, citing intentional communities and multiple households.50 

Nouwen essentially takes a maturational approach to spiritual development in that 

hospitality is shown through increased openness to others on their own spiritual 

journeys,51 while Pohl is aiming to convict believers and churches for the unnoticed 

omission of a scriptural practice. I have already adverted to the missional literature 

published in the intervening years since the publication of Making Room which can 

present the practice of Christian hospitality as self-evident; this assumption could 

point to the success of Pohl’s endeavour, but is more likely to be conceptual laziness 

arising from cultural complacency. Pohl insists that hospitality should not be ‘a means 

to another end’, and that such instrumentality is ‘antithetical to seeing it as a way of 
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life’.52 Furthermore, in Living into Community, she talks of how hospitality cannot be 

a short-term ‘strategy’, particularly in the presence of ‘significant social or cultural 

differences’ between would-be hosts and potential guests, but is instead proved by 

‘fidelity over time’,53 and I give a heartening example of how that faithfulness is 

perceived in a deprived parish in Chapter 7. Unusually, Newman does discuss 

distortions of hospitality, and she inveighs against an ‘aesthetic hospitality’ which 

reduces diversity and ‘otherness’ to a consumer experience.54 On the whole, however, 

the use of hospitality in mission is seen as unobjectionable, and questions of power 

and privilege are not raised, and I will address this deficit in Chapters 6 and 7.

The earliest of the widely cited modern articles on hospitality is written by 

Donald Riddle on the transmission of the gospel in the early Church: ‘Observing early 

Christian hospitality, venturing to look into the early Christian household, one sees a 

very charming, as it was a very effective, aspect of early Christian life’.55 This 

sentimental view of hospitality as an historical curiosity represents a superior attitude 

of distancing, not merely through chronological separation, but also a lens of what 

could be termed a cessationist approach to the practice, as opposed to near demise 

from lack of reinforcement, which is the position of Pohl. Further to the 

romanticisation of biblical hospitality, Wright finds that Koenig appeals to what she 

terms the ‘ “desert ideal” ’56 in his commonly referenced study New Testament 

Hospitality: Partnership with Strangers as Promise and Mission.57 Ashworth sees 

Koenig’s concentration in this book on the life of Jesus, Luke-Acts and the teaching 

of Paul as a limitation, and he calls for more work on the other synoptic gospels and 
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the gospel of John,58 but it should be remembered that Koenig’s book was written to 

fit the remit of the Overtures to Biblical Theology series, published by Fortress Press. 

Thus, his study is written from a North American perspective and addressed primarily 

to an interested, but non-specialist audience, which may partially account for the 

lapses into Orientalism deplored by Wright, and the anachronisms regretted by 

Hobbs.59 Wright’s discussion of the influence of ‘travel account exegesis’ on 

historical conceptions of what she termed Old Testament hospitality was published in 

1989.60 More than a decade after she wrote, scholars such as Rogers and Hobbs would 

still include accounts of the Bedouin (both citing the same quotation from 1961) to 

justify the importance or sacredness of their cultural norms for biblical hospitality 

(although Hobbs equivocates about their applicability to the ancient Israelites).61 

Koenig himself reverts to the ‘law of desert hospitality’, and appealing to ‘Bedouin 

tradition’ in Soul Banquets: How Meals Become Mission in the Local Congregation.62 

More particularly, Still identifies the recurrence of the idealised nomad in the 

discourse of hospitality, and notes additionally how such accounts ‘exclude or repress’ 

women.63 The persistence of this latent Orientalising of hospitality is invidious.

Soul Banquets was written in 2005 while much of New Orleans was still 

underwater in the wake of Hurricane Katrina;64 Koenig gives the example of St Paul’s 

Chapel, adjacent to the site of the twin towers of the World Trade Center in New 
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York, which organised emergency feeding of rescue workers after 9/11, and held a 

simultaneous lunch-time Eucharist: ‘Everyday talk continued at food stations in the 

back of the church even as the liturgy proceeded up front around the altar’.65 Thus in 

the midst of one disaster, Koenig identifies the operation of a ‘mission-meal synergy’ 

in response to the circumstances of another,66 and tragically, the COVID-19 global 

pandemic has provided another instance for considering hospitality in relation to a 

catastrophic event; so, I touch upon meals in general in Chapter 3, explore the changes 

entailed for liturgy and established methods of mission in Chapters 4 and 6 

respectively, and envisage how hospitality might be reconfigured in the future in 

Chapter 7.

Researchers have explored hospitality as a cultural practice in both testaments, 

and the influence of hospitality in antiquity on the early Church, and I will quote from 

these works in the forthcoming chapters, but for now, I give a brief survey of 

scriptural hospitality as a basis for that future retrospection. Brandner argues that the 

dialectic of host and guest offers an interpretive lens for the biblical narrative.67 

Hobbs is more cautious in his exposure of the ‘teleological fallacy’ in the 

hermeneutics of biblical hospitality: he primarily interacts with Janzen’s 1994 Old 

Testament Ethics to refute the justification for an expansion of the concept of 

hospitality as an ethical imperative, and he concludes that honour-based hospitality 

hosts the unknown traveller, but cannot be interpreted as ‘philanthropic’ action 

towards a generalised stranger.68 Accordingly, Hobbs judges that ‘functional’ 

hospitality cannot be extrapolated into present-day ‘ethical’ and ‘romantic’ concerns 

for migrants which are more akin to sanctuary,69 but this distinction cannot sensibly 

be sustained in reality; although except for mention of the consequences of Britain’s 

imperial past, I primarily discuss the stranger and familiarity, rather than the migrant 
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and location.70 Tellingly, the terminal biographical note to a subsequent article on 

hospitality by Janzen records that he ‘learned to value hospitality as a Christian 

practice during his refugee and immigrant years more than half a century ago, and has 

in recent years come to see it as a pervasive theme in the theology of both the Old and 

the New Testament’.71 Thus, studies of Hebraic hospitality encompass God hosting 

creation in Genesis, McNulty’s personification of Israel as hostess, and the fluidity of 

hospitality and estrangement in the life of Abraham.72 I will discuss in Chapters 1 

and 2 how Abraham is presented as an exemplar of hospitality in the Hebrew 

scriptures and the New Testament, but I turn now to position Jesus as the supreme 

example of hospitality, preparatory to discussing him as guest and host in the same 

two chapters.

2.1. Jesus and eating

For Byrne, ‘the whole mission of Jesus according to Luke can be summed up 

in the phrase “the hospitality of God” ’, which he reads as the offer of acceptance and 

welcome.73 Similarly, Hedges-Goettl asserts: ‘God went to great lengths to reveal that 

true holiness is hosting (creating) and guesting (receiving gratefully)’, and in 

Chapter 1 I will discuss the interplay of gratitude and ingratitude assumed by Jesus’ 

instructions to the disciples about receiving hospitality.74 In Luke, Jesus says: ‘The 
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Son of Man has come eating and drinking’, and for his critics, the accusation of 

gluttony and drunkenness takes precedence over his questionable choice of table 

companions (Luke 7:34, cf. Matt. 11:19). Welton has shown extensively how it is not 

satiety and fullness that are censured in the Hebrew Bible, but the improper reception 

of Yahweh’s blessings, and consequent forgetfulness;75 so, this reference to the law of 

the rebellious son (Deut. 21:18–21) should be read as an imputation of ‘deviant’ and 

idolatrous consumption, not in reference to excessive consumption of food and 

alcohol as a sin.76 Taking Welton’s examination of diet into account, and given that, 

as Chester points out, Jesus epitomises the obedient son (who paradoxically dies the 

Deuteronomic death of the rebellious son),77 Jesus’ petition for daily bread (Matt. 

6:11; Luke 11:3) can then be viewed in a more informed manner.78 By contrast, Jung 

writes on the rote saying of a blessing at table nowadays, and comments, in an 

inelegant rendering of the incarnation: ‘We are not conscious of God’s graciousness to 

us and the way Jesus Christ became an eater like us’.79 Sawicki rightly points out that 

the proof of the kingdom which Jesus foretold lies in the hunger of the resurrected 

Jesus, as at the Last Supper he declares that he will not eat again until the coming of 

the kingdom.80 Thus, I observe that in Revelation, the final book of the New 

Testament, the Christ in John’s vision promises to come in and eat with anyone who 

responds to him knocking on the door (Rev. 3:20). The significance of crossing the 

threshold within Greco-Roman hospitality will become clear in Chapter 1 through 

discussion of Jesus’ own teaching on hospitable reception, and Peter’s meeting with 
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the servants of Cornelius, and then with Cornelius and his wider household.81

Wright sees Jesus’ ‘symbolic praxis’ of ‘feasting with his followers, and of 

weaving stories around this practice’ as evoking the anticipated Messianic banquet.82 

Bretherton, meanwhile, interprets feasting and fasting as the ‘sacramental enactment 

of hospitality’ because ‘feasting embodies a proleptic disclosure of the eschaton, 

while fasting ensures the eschatological tension is held’.83 Eschatological hospitality 

in the presence of God will be a consummation of all the ‘breakings of bread’ which 

were a fragment and foreshadowing of the ultimate feast. According to Lucien 

Richard, hospitality is ‘marked by eschatology. The Kingdom of God becomes a 

household for the strangers, where strangers, while still strangers, are no longer 

outcasts’.84 The fact that Jesus dined with sinners should not therefore be used to 

categorise and define guests; Pohl calls for equality rather than condescension or 

objectification.85 I argue in consequence that the corporate practice of Christian 

hospitality provides an interpretive heuristic to assess the practices of a Church that 

seeks to follow and emulate Jesus: in short, who is included, and who is excluded? It 

is through this necessary process of internal examination that I develop a more 

sustainable concept of hospitality than the cure-all derided by Reddie, which is 

insultingly insufficient to remedy endemic ills.
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3. Hospitality and justice

Accordingly, I propose that hospitality is deeply practical and deeply spiritual: 

acts of service, and inclusive feasting in the here and now earth the future heavenly 

feast in the creation of a site where memories are made, neighbours meet, and tears 

have their place, even as they are wiped away. Thus, hospitality becomes a matter of 

social justice which does not abdicate responsibility in the present by locating all 

resolution in a transcendent future. Eating inevitably has ethical repercussions, as 

Winter observes: ‘Putting a meal on the table can be a microcosmic reminder that a 

world waits to be fed’.86 I argue that hospitality provides a means of community 

organisation, and cross-cultural, mixed ability, and intergenerational encounter; it can 

redress alienation and exclusion, and is shown through scalable practices of welcome 

which promote accessibility and participation. Hospitality today is not primarily a 

means of reinforcing status, or an obligation of the powerful, as in the culture which 

surrounded the early Church, and safeguarding of host and guest is more to the fore 

when considering hospitality. This need for protection can be deduced from 

Wrobleski’s The Limits of Hospitality, which is an oddly-pitched and exploitative 

amalgam of lengthy anecdotes, biography, and theological reflection on ill-considered 

personal hospitality and exemplary communal hospitality.87 Therefore, Pohl’s views 

on safety and risk-reduction are no surprise: ‘Finding and creating threshold places is 

important for contemporary expressions of hospitality’.88 Thus, she is of the opinion: 

‘Meals shared together in church provide opportunities to sustain relationships and 

build new ones. They establish a space that is personal without being private, an 

excellent setting in which to begin friendships with strangers’.89 For Pohl, corporate 
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Christian hospitality presupposes a church building, but it should be emphasised that 

hospitality is not only a welcome ‘into’ a space or place of relationality, but the 

believer actualising and remembering the welcome already received from God.

Within this process of meeting, listening, storytelling, and provision of space 

or sustenance as inclusive acts redefine the ‘other’ and value strangers and 

neighbours. Pohl talks of hospitable welcome involving ‘attentive listening and a 

mutual sharing of lives and life stories’.90 Listening, attentiveness, and the hearing and 

telling of stories are also part of presence and outreach.91 In a disruption of hierarchy, 

Barrett and Harley envisage priests as ‘story-gatherers’,92 but this is a bid to give 

agency to the laity by valuing their testimony, rather than a recognition that eliciting 

and listening to stories is an hospitable act. Van Ommen, meanwhile, brings to the 

fore the need for the convergence of experience and the liturgy, so that our ‘small 

stories’ are incorporated in the greater re-telling.93 Storytelling is intrinsic to biblical 

hospitality, as Peter’s multiple repetitions of his vision demonstrate,94 but words are 

not necessarily required: the receipt of the Spirit precludes further discussion in the 

house of Cornelius, and the presence of God tells its own story, as in Jill Harshaw’s 
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poignant relation of episodes from the life of her non-verbal daughter, Rebecca.95 In 

the context of discussing the development of craft-skills, Ingold talks of storytelling as 

the passing on of knowledge wherein the hearers can learn to recognise the 

eponymous ‘tell’.96 Thus, Maud and van Ommen perform a deliberate reversal by 

highlighting the deficient welcome which results from the inability of the neurotypical 

to adequately read the facial expressions and body-language of those who are 

neurodivergent.97 Yergeau expands upon autistic communication without words: 

‘Disclosures are more than voluntary verbalizations; neuroqueer bodyminds can make 

themselves known with the flapping of hand, the averting of gaze, the limpening of 

wrist’.98 With regard to continuity of self and dementia, Garland-Thomson finds an 

applicable concept in the work of a medieval historian: ‘Bynum’s concept of shape 

carrying story introduces temporality into encounters between the body and the world, 

in a narrative that by definition connects moments in space into a coherent form that 

we call story’.99 Every person therefore can be seen as a storied self, regardless of 

language ability, and in Chapter 4 I will discuss the importance of this understanding 

for those living with dementia. My proposal is that these individual and corporate acts 

of storying constitute hospitable ecclesial practice as the stigmatised, overlooked, and 
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those who usually go unheard are encountered informally, or liturgically.100

Writing in 2002, from an American context, Weiss-Block draws upon 

Schillebeeckx to invite her readers to emulate Jesus and be ‘copious hosts’, and 

suggests the need for the church to go beyond legally mandated access and inclusion 

for disabled people.101 She defines this obligation to hosting and inclusion further: 

‘We are called, through our baptism, to be his co-hosts. Co-hosting the party to bring 

about the kingdom of God, in the here and now is all about making room for the 

“other” ’.102 However, her claim that baptism confers a vocation is inconsistent with 

her assumption of disability as ‘other’, and she thereby fails to recognise that people 

with disabilities can be welcomers themselves, and create a welcoming space by their 

very presence. Indeed, Memmott makes a plausible claim that there is a link between 

church growth and inclusivity, and while stating that it is not possible to be sure of the 

correlation, she asserts: ‘a church that is welcoming for autistic people is also 

welcoming for everyone else’.103 From her own research into disabled people’s 

experience of church, Jacobs observes that individualistic approaches to disability-

inclusion are insufficient, and often self-interested, and she argues for structural 

change:

When theologies of friendship and welcome do not also address the 
social contexts of exclusion experienced by disabled people, they, 
together with churches that draw on this theology, risk . . . 
simultaneous positive rhetoric and practical exclusion.104
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 With regard to visible change, Spies seeks recognition for people with disabilities in 

leadership; she is trenchant on the insufficiency of belonging for all people who 

experience marginalisation, and identifies how seeking change is perceived as a 

threat.105 

From a feminist perspective, Letty Russell construes hospitality as building 

community out of difference, and hence an expression of divine justice.106 The 

discriminated-against are recognised through radical inclusion and power-reversal, 

which transcends gender or nationality. Russell rejects patriarchal images and 

structures to envision a liberative household:

To speak of ‘church in the round’ is to provide a metaphorical 
description of a church struggling to become a household of freedom, a 
community where walls have been broken down so that God’s 
welcome to those who hunger and thirst for justice is made clear. This 
unknown reality is described in terms that we have all experienced: 
gathering in the round, with or without tables, and experiencing the 
welcome of others.107

She summarises: ‘The critical principle of feminist ecclesiology is a table 

principle’.108 Sharing, reflection, and theology happen as ‘table talk’ around a ‘round 

table’; daily life takes place at the ‘kitchen table’, and those displaced by racism or 

other structures of exclusion are seated at the ‘welcome table’,109 and can themselves 

welcome others. Her tabular gatherings foster connection and an embodied spirituality 

which reaches out to those on the margins. Womanist theologian Wil Gafney 

describes a ‘wild welcome table’,110 and Reynolds likens hospitality to 

 38 

  

 ———————————————————————————— 
Disabled People in Church Life, Tony Phelps-Jones (Abingdon: BRF, 2013), 80.

104 

Jacobs, “The Upside-Down Kingdom of God,” 95–99, here at 99.

105 

Miriam Spies, “Making Space, Offering Voice: Leadership of People with Disabilities in God’s 

Mission,” International Review of Mission 108, no. 1 (June 2019): 35. doi:10.1111/irom.12259.

106 

Letty M. Russell, Just Hospitality: God’s Welcome in a World of Difference, comp. and ed. J. S. 

Clarkson and K. S. Orr (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2009).

107 

Letty M. Russell, Church in the Round: Feminist Interpretation of the Church (Louisville, KY: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 1993), 12.

108 

Ibid., 25, emphasis in original.

109 

Russell defines it thus: ‘The welcome table is part of the black church tradition. It symbolizes the 

communion table and every other gathering at table. At God’s welcome table those who have been 

denied access to the table of the rich white masters are welcomed and may welcome others as a 

foretaste of the final moment of full partnership with God’ (Russell, Church in the Round, 149).

110 

Wil Gafney, “A Wild Welcome Table,” Sojourners 46, no. 8 (August 2017): 48.



jazz-improvisation,111 but as celebratory and joyous, or exuberant and emancipatory, 

as these formulations of hospitality are, it should be remembered that they are hard-

won and culturally-specific, arising as they do from the African-American experience 

of slavery, the continuing struggle for civil rights, and the ongoing fight against 

racism. There should be no surprise then, when the African-American scholar Arthur 

Sutherland asserts: ‘Hospitality is the practice by which the church stands or falls’.112 

Once again, Reddie diagnoses how national perceptions of the health of Christianity 

in Britain are distorted by ‘Whiteness’, and points out that Black churches are not in 

decline, adducing the comment of a friend: ‘I see many White churches now have 

messy church, cafe church, pub church, emerging church . . . Black people still have 

church church’.113 I suggest therefore, that the paucity of indigenous writing on 

hospitality, and the association of hospitality with evangelism within the Church of 

England arises not only from unacknowledged institutional racism and White 

privilege, but also the uneasy shame of how people are so easily excluded.

The shifting power dynamic within the host-guest relationship allows for a 

negotiation of identity, but the power relations within the identification and meeting 

of need are not without problems.114 Monge speaks hopefully of the ‘re-oriented gaze’ 

 39 

  

———————————
111 

Thomas E. Reynolds, “Improvising Together: Christian Solidarity and Hospitality as Jazz 

Performance,” Journal of Ecumenical Studies 43, no. 1 (Winter 2008): 45–66. Reynolds dialogues with 

Begbie, who offers an illuminating account of improvisation in jazz music. The latter’s musicological 

exploration of structured spontaneity serves to substantiate Reynolds, as well as resourcing an 

understanding of embodiment, personhood and relationality, and opening up the possibility ‘for a 

Christology which would want to take the embodiedness of Jesus with due seriousness’ (Jeremy S. 

Begbie, Theology, Music and Time, Cambridge Studies in Christian Doctrine (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2000), 204–45, here at 230–31).

112 

Sutherland, I Was a Stranger, 83.

113 

Anthony G. Reddie, “Now You See Me, Now You Don’t: Subjectivity, Blackness, and Difference in 

Practical Theology,” Practical Theology 11, no. 1 (March 2018): 4–5, here at 5, ellipsis in original. 

doi:10.1080/1756073X.2017.1404341. This cultural disparity is further highlighted by a comment 

made by speaker and activist Ben Lindsay in the course of a conversation with Robert Beckford. When 

talking of coming to faith through the Alpha Course, he noted that Black people ‘already know’ about 

God and the Bible (Robert Beckford, “Why Black History Matters,” University of Winchester (virtual), 

19 October 2021, with Ben Lindsay).

114 

Phyllis Tickle, “Changes and a Changeless Faith,” in Fresh Expressions of Church and the 

Kingdom of God, ed. Graham Cray, Ian Mobsby, and Aaron Kennedy, Ancient Faith, Future Mission 

(Norwich: Canterbury Press, 2012), 59–76; Morisy, Journeying Out, 25–27, 41, 83; Pete Ward, Liquid 

Church, 72–73; Pohl, Making Room, 74.



which turns away from self-centredness to the needs of the other;115 this should be 

contrasted with Walton’s identification of the fact that within explications of missio 

Dei, seeing is a precursor to acting like Jesus, an identification which Barrett and 

Harley (after Harvey) consider to be problematic for those with power.116 However, 

after making due allowance for the prompting of conscience and compunction, there 

still remains a distinction between seeing and being seen: the experience of 

hypervisibility attested to by France-Williams, but also contained in Betcher’s 

narrative of the abjection of the disabled body, demonstrate that the gaze needs to be 

purified.117

Hospitality therefore is not a neutral practice, and as the established Church, 

the Church of England is implicated with hegemonic power, which is why the 

endorsement of hospitality in published reports should be viewed with suspicion. Al 

Barrett, a vicar on an outer Birmingham estate, writing in 2018, enjoins the Church of 

England to interrupt the dominant discourse of mission from a position of privilege 

and be receptive to the voices and capacities of the marginalised, and he has 

subsequently elaborated this in Being Interrupted, co-authored with Ruth Harley.118 

As already referenced, Henri Nouwen is much cited on hospitality; he sees listening 

and hospitality as part of a process of spiritual development which starts with the 

acceptance of individual aloneness, moves on to response to others, and culminates in 

the search for God.119 However, his writing cannot be disentangled from his own 

perspective as a Catholic priest, and the power inherent in that status. Indeed, Ogletree 

observes that undue elevation of the role of the host can perpetuate structural 

inequality, and without repentance and solidarity there is a danger of ‘condescension 
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and paternalism’.120 According to Gittins, any would-be missionary must abdicate 

their status, renounce asymmetric power and seek ‘reverse hospitality’.121 Morisy, in 

her work, shows how everyday mutuality and an unselfconscious ‘oblique hospitality’ 

enable reciprocity.122 Further to such exchanges, Bretherton argues that in a plural 

society reflexive self-conversion is part of the process of neighbourly encounter and 

civic engagement.123 Reynolds concurs, as he speculates of encounters at the margins: 

‘Perhaps the centre is not “inside,” but in between differences. . . . . each converting to 

the other and becoming an other for the other’.124 Having resettled power through 

renunciation of self-sufficient superiority in the encounter between human neighbours, 

I now transition to animals as fellow denizens of the planet.

3.1. Hospitality and ecology

In 1995 Bosch presciently proposed the importance of the environment to a 

future missiology of Western culture.125 Responsibility to creation is also reiterated in 

the exposition of missio Dei and the church as ‘communion-in-mission’ by Bevans 

and Schroeder,126 and a biblical theology of hospitality starts with Genesis for both 

Navone and Janzen.127 So, Janzen characterises God as hosting all living creatures on 

earth by providing the trees and plants as food, and, in his opinion, the sin of Adam 

and Eve is a desire for unlimited control, seeking to usurp ownership rather than be 

guests.128 Thus, Jennings declares: ‘Racial existence came into being at the site of 

geographic enclosure’, which relates back to the original sin of usurpation identified 

by Janzen, although it is only later in his argument that Jennings explicitly equates 
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this alienation with commodification.129 However, he proceeds to outline the 

ecological consequences of such a project: ‘In turn, geographic enclosure formed in us 

a geographic unconsciousness not only haunted by race, but also one that desensitizes 

us to place, to plants, animals and earth’.130 More redemptively, McFague entertains 

the notion of a ‘wild space’ wherein ‘all really are invited to the banquet, that every 

creature deserves a place at table’, before expanding the household envisioned by 

Russell to ask a concluding question: ‘Could the wild space become the whole 

space—the household of planet earth where each of us takes only our share, cleans up 

after ourselves, and keeps the house in good repair for future dwellers?’131 In a move 

to prevent receipt of care being correlated with burden and stigma, Swinton sees 

receiving care as a created being as fulfilling the call in Genesis to care for creation.132 

But, the current ecological and climatic crisis indicates that this interpretation may not 

secure the status of those requiring care, which is why Harshaw’s defence of her 

daughter by appeal to life within the Godhead is so important.133

Drawing on Haar’s concept of ‘ecstatic dwelling’, Rigby sees in the story of 

Noah a ‘counter-utopian ethos of radical hospitality’ within a ‘community of more-

than-human strangers dwelling together equitably in exile on the ark’.134 Elsewhere, 

she summarises the precarity of this same ‘ecstatic hospitality’, in which ‘refuge is 

offered by a host whose own home too is unmoored and liable to be lost’.135 I address 

the hospitality of the created order in Chapter 7, but Barad also envisions a dizzying 

prospect, far beyond the limits of this study: ‘Ethicality entails hospitality to the 
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stranger threaded through oneself and through all being and non/being’.136 In his book 

on New Testament hospitality, Koenig expresses the opinion that ‘it is surely 

noteworthy that the images of God’s kingdom that predominate overwhelmingly in 

Jesus’ teaching are those associated with the production of food and drink or home-

like refuge for God’s creatures’.137 Given the use of ‘non-human metaphors’ for 

God,138 Morris proposes a hopeful Trinitarian paradigm for such an inclusion:

If non-human animals might in some way be included in God’s 
eschatological embrace alongside humans, as I have suggested, the 
doctrine of the Trinity provides a model for understanding the kind of 
existence that humans and non-humans might have together in God’s 
presence and so provide a model for human existence on earth.139

Arguably, therefore, hospitality as an expression of creaturely solidarity and 

submission to God can help redress the imperial ‘Mission Christianity’ of the past,140 

which subjected people and exploited environments,141 although it is not for me as a 

beneficiary of the existing settlement to expect others to be sanguine about the 

chances of ameliorating their own life-chances through a more capacious theorisation 

of hospitality. Having taken Reddie’s contestation of hospitality as an incitement to 

reflect, and established the abiding relevance of hospitality for different domains of 

ecclesial life and Christian witness, I conclude these opening reflections by re-

asserting the importance of my thesis.

4. Reconceptualising hospitality

Pun notwithstanding, hospitality is an accommodating concept that evades 

temporal and spatial restrictions by encompassing social and political relations; 

culture and cookery; ecology and eschatology; body, mind, soul and spirit; and which 
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looks to the teleological fulfilment of ultimate communion. I intend this thesis as a 

provocation, but I am aware that however I position myself, or qualify my 

pronouncements, that it is not possible to escape implication with systemic sin or 

invisible cultural norms. Nevertheless, I aim to rescue hospitality from tokenism in the 

life of the Church through the exposure of hypocrisy and inconsistency in current 

usage, and through reconceptualisation of a more coherent hospitality. Indubitably, 

inclusive hospitality is better practised than preached or dissertated upon, but I 

contend that commensality is socially transformative; social relations are reconfigured 

through eating. Indeed, wise hospitality may be convincing in more ways than I can 

outline, given that the Hebrew scriptures describe how the Queen of Sheba, having 

heard of Solomon’s wisdom, travels to meet him, and is convinced and astounded by 

his table, the appearance of his servants, their demeanour, and their service at table 

(1 Kings 10:5). In one sense, I am coming against institutional self-engrossment, and 

the simultaneous conceptual inanition and constriction of imagination and spirituality 

which impoverishes gathering and liturgy.142

Accordingly, I am seeking to garner insights from a range of disciplines to 

develop an understanding of hospitality as a social, spatial, and cultural practice 

within and without different ecclesial configurations, and to come against reductive 

accounts of hospitality. I am not suggesting a regression to primitive hospitality, or 

hospitality as a peculiarly Anglican practice, merely searching for evidence of 

practices and beliefs which constitute the case for a generous definition of hospitality 

that moves beyond welcome or ingestion. It is my contention that there is a 

constellation of practices which contribute to the hospitable church, and I am 

proposing hospitality as an open-heartedness to God, creation, and others, which has a 

practical outworking in service and humility, as the stranger is renamed, and the 

broken-hearted and excluded are invited to play their part in the body of Christ. 
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Ultimately, my proposal is that when hospitality is recognised and valorised it can 

mediate liminality, challenge discrimination and othering, and transform communities 

and environments. Starting from biblical precedent, my contribution is to broaden the 

theological and epistemological basis for discussion of hospitality in the Church 

beyond inherited cultural pieties evacuated of meaning, into the ethical, in order to 

make manifest the hospitality and inhospitality of the Church of England. This thesis, 

particularly in the final chapter, is searching for lodging-places in the Church where 

hospitality can be recognised in the giving and the receiving. The long-awaited 

responses to endemic racism in the Church of England recommended by the 

Archbishops’ Anti-Racism Taskforce in From Lament to Action,143 and reaction 

against triumphalist Christendom thinking are all fertile ground for a chastened 

missiology into which the pent-up desire for post-coronial connection can fit, and so 

my study of hospitality forms a timely and necessary intervention in debates around 

the future of the Church of England.
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Chapter 1

Cultural hospitality in the Bible

Hosts, hospitality, and households

1. Hasting to welcome: Abraham and Zacchaeus (Gen. 18; Luke 19:1–

10)

In this chapter I will trace the practices around offering and receiving food or 

shelter to find continuities and commonalities in the practice of hospitality in the 

Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament; this is not intended as an exhaustive 

examination of the topic, and so I will touch only briefly on happenings in the 

exemplary life (and projected afterlife) of Abraham, and the lives of Jesus, the 

disciples and future apostles, and Paul. Mathews argues that Abraham would not 

voluntarily have left his homeland, his kin, and his father’s house, except in obedience 

to God: this successive relinquishing of place, communal solidarity, and identity 

constituted a life-threatening separation.1 Thus, it should be understood that the need 

of the traveller, and indeed the stranger, is existential rather than just a need for shelter 

and a meal.2 However, God promises his life-giving blessing to Abraham, and to 

those who bless Abraham (Gen. 12:2–3a). Nevertheless, I contend that Abraham’s 

awareness of the precarity of nomadic life is crucial to the interpretation of his 

hospitality in Genesis 18.

In the story of Abraham and Sarah and the three visitors, the language of haste 

is mentioned five times in the narrative.3 Following Rabbinic tradition, Cohen 
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perceptively observes that given his advanced age and self-circumcision, but two days 

previously, his ‘agility’ in running to meet them is remarkable.4 The hottest part of the 

day is an unlikely time for travellers to appear, so his alacrity is doubly noteworthy. 

Zacchaeus, the hated chief toll-collector, is invited by Jesus to ‘hurry’ down from his 

vantage in a tree, he then hurries home, welcomes Jesus joyfully, and pledges to give 

money to the poor (Luke 19: 1–10).5 However, it is Jesus as self-invited guest, who 

incites his future host to descend. Nevertheless, such allusions to promptness would 

have set the scene for the hearers to associate Jesus’ commendation of Zacchaeus as a 

‘son of Abraham’ with the latter’s hospitality.6 Moreover, Arterbury suggests that 

when Paul instructs the Roman Christians to ‘pursue hospitality’ (Rom. 12:13b), his 

perspective is that the ‘exemplary host’ does not wait for guests but pursues them, as 

Abraham is held to do by John Chrysostom and Rabbi Nathan.7

1.1. Abraham’s hospitality

Setting aside subsequent legendary elaboration of Abraham’s hospitality, 

opinions differ as to whether he knowingly entertained the Lord in this encounter in 

Genesis 18. For example, Bucur delineates how textual shifts in number and identity 
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function in the passage: ‘Thus from the “objective” perspective shared by the narrator 

and the reader, “the Lord appeared”; seen through the eyes of the patriarch, however, 

are three men whose sudden apparition is a test of hospitality’.8 By contrast, Safren 

contests a sudden arrival, as this would have alerted Abraham that they were divine 

beings.9 He maintains that Abraham had not been looking in their direction, and so 

needs to hastily intercept them.10 Nevertheless, Vogels highlights how the text does 

still indicate Abraham’s surprise, ‘ “he lifted up his eyes, and he saw, and behold 

(hinneh) three men standing near him” (v. 2 [unspecified translation])’.11

Abraham persuades them to partake of his hospitality with the conventional 

offer to ‘turn aside’ and wash their feet,12 and the implicit understanding that he will 

not detain them (vv. 3, 4–5). The offer of ‘a little bread (pat-leh.em)’13 (v. 5) obviates 

any sense of imposition on the part of the travellers, which then frees Abraham as host 

to lay out a choice banquet and slaughter a ‘fine’ calf (v. 7).14 Abraham instructs 

Sarah to prepare three measures of ‘fine’ flour or meal, which Chouraqui calculates as 

forty litres, a large quantity for three (v. 6).15 This is probably kneaded into ‘cakes’ of 

round, flat pita bread which are stone-baked in the ashes of a fire.16 In Safren’s 

opinion, these are more appetising than the unleavened bread subsequently offered by 
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Lot.17 Gastronomic judgements aside, Wenham suggests that this time-consuming 

farinaceous offering ‘pre-empted the later provision of shewbread for Yahweh in His 

tabernacle’ because the recipe in Leviticus 24:5 requires ‘seahs of choice flour’, but 

this claim is a little tenuous.18 In addition, Mathews draws parallels between the 

roasted meat and bread cakes of sacrificial feasts and offerings and the ‘guest meal’, 

as meat was not part of the normal diet.19 He further discusses the importance of 

commensality in establishing guest-kinship, whether covenantal or transitory.20 

Visitors were not expected to reciprocate, but would customarily share news, a story, 

or a blessing after the meal; Abraham and Sarah are blessed with the promise of a 

son.21 The reiteration of an earlier promise from God notwithstanding, it is 

indisputable that Abraham’s offer of hospitality interrupts the angels’ mission of 

destruction, thus affording him the opportunity to intercede for Sodom with the Lord 

(Gen. 17:16–19; 18:16–33).

2. Raising up sons and daughters of Abraham

The textual correspondences and verbal transpositions between the stories of 

Abraham and Zacchaeus in Luke function to position Zacchaeus as a true descendant 

of the patriarch, according to Mitchell.22 The Lord appears to Abraham under the oak 

of Mamre; Zacchaeus ascends a sycamore tree. Abraham ‘looking up to see’ his 

visitors is paralleled by Jesus ‘looking up’ to Zacchaeus, and Zacchaeus trying ‘to see’ 

Jesus. Abraham also hopes the visitors will not ‘pass by’; Zacchaeus is waiting for 

Jesus to ‘pass by’. Lastly, both address their visitors as ‘Lord’, and hasten to make 

preparations.23 Jesus declares that salvation has come to ‘this house’ even before 
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Zacchaeus, the collaborator with Rome, has made the restitution required by the 

religious authorities (Luke 19:9).24 Zacchaeus shows the fruits of repentance by the 

promise of supererogatory almsgiving and restitution; his hospitality is subsidiary to 

his disbursements (v. 8).25 The trajectory of the story of Zacchaeus answers the 

question of the crowd in the preceding chapter, as they surround the rich young ruler 

whose riches are a hindrance to salvation. They asked, ‘ “Then who can be saved?” ’ 

(Luke 18:26), and Jesus answers (v. 27) with a reprise of the certainty given to 

Abraham, and to Mary, that ‘nothing is impossible with God’ (Gen. 18:14; Luke 

1:37). This mirroring of the humanly impossible being divinely enabled in the lives of 

Abraham and Zacchaeus reinforces the designation of the latter as a ‘son of Abraham’ 

(Luke 19:9).26

Arterbury separately instances the similarities identified by Mitchell, and 

supplements them with the facts that both are described as ‘rich’, and both ‘stand’ in 

the presence of their guests; he also associates both with justice and righteousness, but 

this is merely implied in the case of Zacchaeus, rather than explicitly stated (Luke 

19:8).27 Acting righteously and justly arises from Abraham’s being known by the Lord 

(Gen. 18:19). Puzzlingly, Arterbury attributes Abraham in this verse with ‘charg[ing] 

his children and household to keep the way of the Lord by doing righteousness and 

justice, so that the Lord may bring about for Abraham what he has promised about 

him’.28 The assignation of the speech to Abraham, rather than the Lord, inserts an 

 50 

  

 ———————————————————————————— 
references for the sake of clarity. See Mitchell, “Zacchaeus Revisited,” 170. Cf. Arterbury, 

“Zacchaeus,” 26–27.

24 

Kenneth E. Bailey, Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes: Cultural Studies in the Gospels (London: 

SPCK, 2008), 182–83.

25 

Bailey thinks that onlookers would have understood Zacchaeus’ pledge to give half his goods to the 

poor, and repay fourfold any extorted money, as exaggeration to demonstrate his sincerity (depending 

on the extent of his rapacity, if Zacchaeus carried out the first condition, he would be unable to honour 

the second) (Kenneth E. Bailey, Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes, 181). Bailey compares the 

promise with the ill-fated exaggeration of the promise of Herod Antipas to Herodias’ daughter (Mark 

6:21–29) (Kenneth E. Bailey, Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes, 181 n. 16).

26 

Lamb views it as Jesus ascribing a ‘technical title’ which elsewhere in Luke applies only to Jesus 

himself (Luke 3:23, 34; 19:9) (Gregory E. Lamb, “Sinfully Stereotyped: Jesus’s Desire to Correct 

Ancient Physiognomic Assumptions in the Gospel According to Luke,” Word & World 37, no. 2 

(Spring 2017): 182).

27 

Arterbury, “Zacchaeus,” 26–27.

28 

Arterbury, “Zacchaeus,” 27. For an examination of Yahweh’s words in this verse, see Stuart A. 

Irvine, “‘Is Anything Too Hard for Yahweh?’ Fulfilment of Promise and Threat in Genesis 18–19,” 



unnecessary note of self-interest, but this does not detract from Arterbury’s overall 

argument that Jesus, not Zacchaeus, is the focal figure in the typological comparison 

with Abraham.29 Thus, John the Baptist’s challenge to the complacency of his hearers 

‘that God is able to raise up children to Abraham from these stones’ (Luke 3:8) is 

vindicated in Jesus’ words to Zacchaeus, and also the woman healed on the Sabbath 

(Luke 13:10–16). Her value is greater than livestock, and her need is more pressing 

than permitted animal husbandry (v. 15); so Jesus denounces the hypocritical ruler of 

the synagogue, and affirms the woman as a ‘daughter of Abraham’ (vv. 15–16). After 

her healing, or restoration, the woman is restored as Israel will be in the end times; she 

is able to straighten up, and thus raise her head, which is the posture of expectancy to 

greet the coming of the Son of Man in Luke 21:28.30 She can take her place within the 

renewed Israel, the many nations and descendants of Abraham. In a different sense, 

Zacchaeus is also ‘raised up’ from the social shame of his small stature (and despised 

social status) because Jesus first literally ‘looks up to him’.31 Arterbury’s earlier 

reading does not resolve the disparity between the woman as a ‘daughter’ of Abraham 

and Zacchaeus as a ‘son’, if the latter’s Abrahamic descent is premised on the 

assumption of hospitality.32 It is clear therefore that Abraham’s hospitality is an 

attribute of his righteousness, but showing hospitality is not a necessary condition for 

kinship with him. Having considered how Abraham is appealed to as an historical 

patriarch and host, in the next section I will look at him as an eschatological host.
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2.1. At table with Abraham: Lazarus the beggar (Luke 16:19–31)

As a son of Abraham, visited by salvation, Zacchaeus will ultimately join the 

patriarch at the end-time feast (Luke 13:28–29; Matt. 8:11–12), as Lazarus33 does, by 

implication, in the parable. The fictional Lazarus receives the blessings promised in 

Luke 6:20–21, and the rich man the woes pronounced on those who have received 

their earthly consolation (vv. 24–25, Luke 16:25). The ethereal elevation of Lazarus 

by angels, and the perfunctory mention of the burial of the rich man serve to intensify 

the contrast between their respective fates.34 Allusion to ‘Abraham’s bosom’35 draws 

upon the expression of emotional or physical closeness, in a parental (not necessarily 

maternal) embrace of a child: O’Kane adduces instances of ‘arms’ and ‘bosom’ as 

biblical synonyms to supplement his argument for an intended sense of parental 

protection.36 Somov further explores the cognitive schemas that function within the 

metaphor of being in ‘Abraham’s bosom’: these serve to express cultural 

understandings of honourable elevation, inclusion, and centrality, which are opposed 

to the humiliation of relegation, exclusion, and peripheralisation.37 Thus, in the 

parable, Abraham’s earthly hospitality is the presumed precursor for an eternal 

hospitality wherein the injustice of selfish hospitality and exclusion is reversed. The 

hungering, suffering beggar Lazarus is rewarded after his death with rightful closeness 
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to the patriarch.38

I have argued previously that Zacchaeus’ act of hospitality is not sufficient for 

the familial designation ‘son’ of Abraham, but it can nevertheless be surmised from 

this parable that failure to extend hospitality has eternal consequences.The parable is 

told to the Pharisees, ‘who were lovers of money’ (Luke 16:14), and who cite Moses 

and the prophets, but are as far from receiving the promises made to Abraham, as the 

rich man, separated by the chasm from the eschatological feast. Jesus tells these 

Pharisees that the law and the prophets were ‘until John’ (v. 16): John the Baptist 

warned the complacently self-satisfied who claimed Abraham as their father that their 

heritage was no defence against divine election (Luke 3:8). The rich man withheld 

hospitality (and patronage), and only entertained his friends. Bailey suggests that the 

wording ‘feasting daily’ implies that he elevated his stomach above Sabbath 

observance, and failed to give his over-worked servants a day of rest.39 In the story, 

after his death he still presumes to command ‘Father Abraham’ (v. 24), and, by 

extension, Lazarus, to meet his needs, when in life he had failed to emulate the 

former’s hospitality, or acknowledge the latter (even though, tellingly, he knows his 

name). Bailey further notes that the rich man is still addressed fondly and ruefully by 

Abraham, as his ‘dear son’ (teknon) (v. 25), rather than the neutral huios,40 but his 

presumption of an inalienable birthright is abrogated. Throughout the story, Lazarus is 

voiceless, whereas now the rich man becomes the beggar; the spurned Lazarus is 

compensated with an afterlife of familiar hospitality.
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3. Jesus, the forgiven woman, and footwashing at the house of Simon, 

the Pharisee (Luke 7:36–50)

As already discussed, Abraham persuasively offered water for their feet, and 

food, to passing angels. Having positioned him as an exemplar of hospitality, and a 

source of religious identity across both testaments, and in the hereafter, I now intend 

to concentrate on the life of Jesus to see how footwashing is shown as part of an 

hospitable welcome. Several commentators provide summaries of the iterations of the 

anointing of Jesus, but I am focusing on the Lukan version in order to consider how 

the elements of hospitality are reconfigured by a notorious, yet unnamed, woman.41 

Jesus contrasts her perfumed oil and effusive tears and kisses with the lack of 

greeting, water for washing, and olive oil for anointing from Simon (vv. 44–46). 

Bailey points out the ubiquity of olive oil as a cleansing agent and culinary ingredient 

in the Middle East.42 This observation is in contrast with those who instance the 

paucity of biblical references for incidences of routine anointing of the head, and more 

particularly, the feet.43 It is worth noting that in Psalm 141:5 the rebuke of a righteous 

man is likened to oil on the head, so in actuality, Jesus offers Simon the chance to 

accept a spiritual benefit which equates to the withheld welcome.

 Jesus’ response to the omission of the expected courtesies has been to ignore 

precedence and proceed to recline at table in the place of honour and seniority.44 
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Bailey surmises that the woman brought the perfume intending to anoint Jesus, but 

having observed Simon’s discourtesy, being already present, she improvises, as she 

can only access Jesus’ feet with any degree of propriety.45 In his opinion, her letting 

down her hair in public is a sign of devotion, like a bride on her wedding night.46 If 

she is a prostitute as commonly supposed,47 such an enactment of a virginal scene 

could then be construed as evidence of her sexual transgressions, and her sins, having 

already been forgiven, as Jesus confirms.48 To interpret her actions as flustered is to 

rob her of agency, and to see her gestures as disreputable is to detract from her heart-

felt hospitality.

3.1. Jesus, the disciples, and footwashing (Mark 6:7–11; John 13:1–17)

Having used an example of the breach of customary courtesy by a host’s 

omission of footwashing, I will now discuss the spiritual import of the washing of feet 

in the ministry of Jesus. Malina outlines the cultural process of the status-

transformation whereby the outsider transitions from stranger to guest, either through 

the jousting of verbal testing, or a liminal phase where acceptance was usually 

signalled by the offering of water to wash the feet.49 First-century Palestine was 

accustomed to pairs of travelling Jewish wisdom teachers.50 Accordingly, when Jesus 

sends the disciples out in twos, his instruction to bless the homes they enter assumes 
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that they will be offered hospitality.51 In the event of refusal, shaking the dust off their 

unwashed feet betokens lack of hospitality, rather than a prophetic action.52 It was 

customary to question a guest after the meal about his identity and journey, so an 

inhospitable response would appear even more untoward.53 At the Last Supper, Jesus 

will quote Psalm 41:9 to identify his betrayer as one who had eaten bread with him 

(John 13:18), which in Hebrew is ‘the man of my peace (shalom)’.54 The preaching of 

peace defined Jesus’ ministry, and in Peter’s later exposition of the gospel to 

Cornelius, it immediately precedes the declaration of the supreme identity of Jesus 

(Acts 10:36–37).55 It is reasonable to conclude therefore, that the bestowal of peace 

upon a house, or the retraction of peace, was a significant act by the disciples sent out 

to seek a hospitable reception for themselves, and their message.

It is in this sense of normative footwashing that Peter misconstrues Jesus’ 

actions at the Last Supper as ‘mere hospitality’, rather than a transformative act 

offering ‘continued fellowship with Jesus, and a place in his community which 

ultimately results in uninterrupted residence in the Father's house’.56 The woman who 

wept over Jesus’ feet, offered in the eyes of the onlookers, transgressive hospitality. I 
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am not suggesting, by including her in a catalogue of episodes of footwashing, that the 

status-incongruity which troubled Peter (John 13:6) is the interpretive key to Jesus 

washing the feet of his disciples.57 For Schneiders, Jesus’ footwashing is a ‘prophetic 

action’,58 not an everyday act of hospitality; he is not signifying the circumscribed 

relationship or limited duration of earthly hospitality. In his table fellowship, and his 

parables, Jesus has already demonstrated the inclusivity of the eschatological feast; 

the repetition of his example of selfless love will welcome others into the Father’s 

house, the ultimate dwelling. Jesus extends ‘eschatological hospitality’ on behalf of 

the Father because he and the Father ‘are one (10:30; 17:11; cf. 14:9)’.59 The disciples 

are now members of the household, but they will only cross the threshold of his 

Father’s house in death; Jesus performs this act of self-giving friendship to prefigure 

his own death. Just as Jesus taught them to extend peace to a household, so he leaves 

his peace (14:27) with this earthly community on whom he has conferred membership 

of the household of God.

When Jesus rises from reclining at table (13:4), the same verb is often used in 

John’s gospel of rising from the dead, so could be an intentional usage.60 Jesus’ 

socially disruptive actions of unclothing, kneeling, and washing the feet of the 

disciples would have been recognised as the bodily comportment of a slave by early 

Christians familiar with Roman dining practices.61 By so doing, Jesus upholds and 
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subverts the norms of hospitality, despite not performing the ritual purification 

required by the Pharisees.62 Jesus ‘lays aside’ his garments (v. 4), and according to 

Edwards, this wording recalls the Good Shepherd who ‘lays down his life’ for the 

sheep in John 10:17–18,63 and foreshadows his death. As the Shepherd can also ‘take 

up’ his life, so Jesus ‘takes up’ a linen towel and girds himself (v. 4).64 Jesus’ actions 

also echo the messianic prophecy of the descendant of Jesse who would be girded 

with righteousness and faithfulness (Isa. 11:9).65 Jesus acts with deliberative 

foreknowledge (John 13:1–4); this narrative is permeated by the earlier anointing for 

his burial, recorded in John 12 (vv. 3–8), which is evoked by the gesture of ‘wiping’ 

their feet.66 After resuming his place and reclining again, Jesus asks the disciples if 

they know what he has done (v. 12). Bodily awareness, and psychic discomfort need 

to be succeeded by cognitive understanding and spiritual insight.67 Unaware as they 

are of Jesus’ coming death, in the future these same disciples must show the 

hospitality of the kingdom, just as Jesus has done. In the next section, I will examine 

this evolving hospitality in more detail by looking at practical and spiritual inclusion 

in the early Church.
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3.2. Widows, hospitality, and footwashing in the early Church (1 Tim. 

5:10; Acts 6:1–7)

The next explicit mention of footwashing after Jesus’ modelling of love, is in 

relation to the ministry of widows in the early Church. Formerly, Israel had 

demonstrated her ‘covenant identity’ by having compassion on widows, orphans, and 

strangers, those most vulnerable in kinship societies,68 but within the community of 

those who follow Jesus, the widows themselves will become ministers of 

hospitality.69 The ‘habitual neglect’ of Hellenistic70 widows in the distribution of food 

in Acts 6:1 testifies to the continuing vulnerability of widows, and poses a threat to 

the unity of the church.71 Having highlighted Anna in the Temple, the widow of Nain, 

the persistent widow of the parable, and the widow with her mite in the gospels, 

Spencer considers that the group-anonymity of these overlooked widows in Acts has 

led to them being equally overlooked by exegesis.72 In the view of Green, Jesus 

‘exegetes his mission to the poor’ in Luke 4:16–30 by identifying himself with 

Elijah’s mission to the unnamed ‘non-Israelite’ widow in Zarephath, and Naaman, the 

leprous army commander, another ‘non-Israelite’.73 Jipp notes that it is equally 

acceptable to translate Jesus’ proclamation of the ‘year of the Lord’s favour’ as the 

year of the Lord’s ‘welcome’, thus:

The programmatic function of Jesus’s Nazareth sermon invites the 
reader to pay attention to the way in which the entirety of Jesus’s 
ministry and particularly his meals with strangers enact divine 
hospitality to the poor, the captives, the blind and the oppressed.74
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Accordingly, the conjunction of Jesus’ declaration of his calling with a reminder of 

succour given to the stigmatised and marginalised, including a widow, and the 

example of his hospitality are incompatible with the subsequent plight of these 

Hellenistic widows who are treated as outsiders. Schüssler Fiorenza makes the 

observation that poverty is not explicitly mentioned in the passage from Acts, and 

proposes that the situation could be a cultural misunderstanding. If, indeed, these 

Greco-Roman women expected to participate in ‘eucharistic table sharing’, and were 

not included, this would then amount to spiritual exclusion, as well as social 

exclusion.75 Nevertheless, the social shame of these widowed women is now 

corporate shame because the church has not looked after them in proper fashion.76 

Discussion of the ministry of widows in the early Church assumes their 

hospitality results from their dependence, and Friesen adjudges them to be living ‘at 

or below’ subsistence level.77 Green notes that in the raising of the widow’s son (Luke 

7:11–17), Jesus has ‘compassion on her’ because of her vulnerability, not on the dead 

man.78 Similarly, Spencer points out that Jesus ‘restores him to her’ (v. 15), thus 

reinstating a male provider in her life.79 Countering this positioning, Hylen suggests 

that the qualities required of widows in 1 Timothy were conventional Roman virtues 

which connoted social standing, and influence, rather than passivity.80 However, this 
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claim for status is limited to a restricted social group, and is the antithesis of Jesus’ 

voluntary humiliation, unless those merits are viewed as a renunciation of any 

perceived privilege. As Seim intimates: ‘The figure of a widow therefore carries an 

ambivalent connotation of exceptional need and exceptional freedom of agency’.81

Riddle suggests that hospitality in the early Church was ‘a particular task of 

bishops and widows’, and that such an office may have been a pragmatic response to 

the neediness of the latter.82 By their activities, the widows are ‘ministers and even 

patrons of a sort’, for Miller.83 Comparable ambivalence about service can be 

discerned in comments about the disproportionate response to the problem of the 

neglect of the Hellenist widows, which focus on the supposed ‘over-qualification’ of 

the men appointed to serve tables.84 With regard to gender, Tuohy does seek to 
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Finger, Of Widows and Meals: Communal Meals in the Book of Acts (Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge: 
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foreground all the women serving and preparing food in the ‘banquet communities’ of 

the early Church by arguing that, like Yahweh as ‘creation’s host’, and Jesus, they are 

equally ‘shepherds and hosts’.85 Given Jesus’ exhortation to lowly service, the actions 

of the widows or the table-servers should be sufficient, irrespective of the condition, 

or gender of the one serving, or being served; this is exemplified in the life and 

martyrdom of Stephen, one of those chosen (Acts 6–7). Indeed, Sawicki argues that 

‘the possibility of understanding resurrection comes through hunger’, and that 

Stephen’s privileged sight of ‘Jesus standing at the right hand of God’ (Acts 7:55) is a 

consequence of his recognition and alleviation of hunger, which is an important point 

for the disambiguation of hospitality in this thesis.86 She also ties such vision to the 

import of 1 Corinthians 11: ‘failure to recognize the hungers of community members 

is failure to discern the body of Christ’.87 Sutherland likewise is emphatic about the 

centrality of ‘seeing’ to a theology of hospitality: ‘It must be asserted, then, that in 

regard to hospitality the will to serve only comes after one is conditioned to seeing’.88

4. Welcoming Gentiles: Peter and Cornelius (Acts 10)

Having considered the cultural place of footwashing, the proleptic function of 

the footwashing at the Last Supper, and the ministry of widows, I now intend to link 

the topic to Peter’s role in the expansion of the mission of the church. Spencer 

identifies an intermediate conversion for Peter, before his roof-top vision in Joppa, 

occurring after the collective decision of the apostles to relegate the feeding of 

widows to others, thus separating ministry of the word and works of service.89 In 
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restoring Tabitha to the collective of grieving widows Peter combines prayer and 

service,90 as did Tabitha herself,91 since she is named as a disciple, which presupposes 

evangelism,92 as well as the works of mercy attested to by her handiwork (Acts 9:36–

43). It should be noticed that this miracle initiates a prolonged stay at Joppa, where 

Peter is subsequently located by the men sent by Cornelius in response to the 

directions given in his angelic vision (v. 43; 10:5–6). Meanwhile, the spiritual 

consequences of personal decisions are at stake when a hungry Peter falls into a 

trance: ‘faced with a sheet filled with “all kinds of four-footed creatures and reptiles 

and birds of the air” (Acts 10.11–12) and the command to “kill and eat”, [he] 

responds by protesting that he has never eaten anything that is profane or unclean 

(κοινὸν καὶ α� κα' θαρτον)’ (v. 14).93 Bryan explains that Peter is rejecting not only 

defilement, but desecration, and the prospect of ‘compromising his holiness as a 

member of God’s elect people’.94 Peter is told, ‘ “What God has made clean, you must 

not call profane” ’ (v. 15). The vision is repeated twice more, and then Peter is 

prompted by the Spirit that emissaries from Cornelius are seeking him. Peter is a guest 

in the house of Simon the tanner, but he invites Cornelius’ delegation in as host, and 

so his actions resemble those of Abraham (although Peter has prior knowledge of the 

identity of his visitors).95 Matson and Brown interpret this invitation to Gentiles to 

share his lodgings as a sign of Peter’s ‘conversion’,96 and so a narrative precursor to 

the conversion of Cornelius. On their return to Caesarea, Peter extrapolates from his 

vision that God is calling him not to regard any people as unclean.97 Peter was 

corporately involved in resolving the problem of partiality shown to local Jewish 
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widows, and now declares that he perceives that ‘God shows no partiality’ (10:34). 

According to Mittelstadt, Cornelius is ready to hear from God, whereas Peter required 

a ‘triple vision’, as he had not yet realised the import of his words at Pentecost,98 

when he declared: ‘ “For the promise is for you, for your children, and for all who are 

far away, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to him” ’ (2:39). Joppa also marks 

the boundary of Jewish territory,99 so when Peter responds to the summons to 

Caesarea this spatial transition fulfils part of the prophetic expansion foretold in Acts 

1:8.100

I do not recall reading any discussion of Peter’s responses to his visions, and 

the visitors, in terms of his resistance to Jesus’ washing his feet in the upper room. At 

first, Peter was disturbed, and upon being told he would understand afterwards (John 

13:7), he became adamant that Jesus would never wash his feet (v. 8a). When told he 

could then have no part or share with Jesus, he veered to the opposite extreme 

(vv. 8b–9). His future comprehension cannot be assigned totally either to post-

Crucifixion and Resurrection realisation, or to the revelation at Pentecost, as indicated 

above, although Neyrey attaches it to Jesus’ post-Resurrection prediction of the 

manner of Peter’s own death (21:18).101 The unprecedented situation that Peter now 

finds himself in with regard to ritual purity, is surely a further dimension of the 

promised insight. As an anthropologist, Douglas concludes that within the Mosaic 

food regulations the anomalous was ritually impure, so the preservation of taxonomic 

purity also stood for, and preserved, the wider social order.102 Peter’s worldview has 
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been ruptured by the supernatural; the purposes of the Father are greater than he has 

conceived hitherto.

4.1. Welcoming Gentiles: God and Cornelius

Peter’s return with the men prompts Arterbury to find parallels with hospitality 

in Greek novels and Greco-Roman myth, with the essential difference that the hosts 

convert to the God of Peter, their guest, rather than the reverse. Thus, Luke shows his 

audience that the Christian God is the ‘divine Host’, ‘the true God of hospitality’.103 

He does not come in disguise as a test like the Greek god of hospitality, Zeus Xenios, 

‘protector of suppliants and guests’ and ‘Patron of Strangers’.104 Rowe insists on this 

uniqueness, arguing that Peter asserts: ‘You know the word which he sent to the 

people of Israel preaching peace through Jesus Christ: this one is Lord of all’105 (Acts 

10:36); the making of such a declaration to a Roman centurion, in a city founded in 

honour of Augustus, thereby elevates Jesus above other gods, including the 

emperor.106 Peter tells his hearers that he ate and drank with the Lord after he arose 

from the dead (v. 41b). During the course of his subsequent stay he then eats and 

drinks with his host and his guests (v. 48b; cf. 11:3). Such ground-breaking 

commensality underscores the integrity of his message of an all-powerful God who 

eats and drinks with mortals.

By his acceptance of hospitality Peter has become a ‘friend of the household’; 

his subsequent advocacy to the Jerusalem church for the acceptance of Cornelius’ 

household as believers reflects the obligation of representation within the relationship 

of reciprocal ‘guest-friendship’ (xenia) which ensues.107 As the angel preceded Peter 

over the threshold (Acts 10:3), and the parties have been ‘commended to each other 
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by God’, Peter can justify his actions as obedience to God’s will.108 The criticisms of 

the church in Jerusalem cease when they hear that the ‘gift’ of the Holy Spirit has 

fallen on the Gentiles (11:15–18). As Arterbury notes, under the customs of gift-

giving within hospitality, ‘it was clear that God had extended hospitality to the 

Gentiles. God had welcomed the Gentiles into God’s household’.109 O’Loughlin 

expands upon the significance of commensality: ‘Eating together is seen as 

responding to the divine initiative and to establish a bond that is more profound than 

circumcision: indeed, eating ordinary food – for no food is uncommon or unclean – 

together forms the actual bond of the ecumenical community of the risen Christ’.110 

Thus, the conversion of the Gentile household of Cornelius signifies ‘the symbolic 

beginnings of Christianity’s multiethnic self-perception’, for Wilson.111 These themes 

of inclusion, household and hospitality in the nascent Church are also evidenced in the 

following discussion of another encounter initiated by a vision.

4.2. A Welcoming Gentile: Lydia and Paul (Acts 16:6–15)

Paul and his companions are repeatedly constrained by the Holy Spirit on their 

journey; Paul receives a vision of a Macedonian man begging for help, and they then 

alter their course in response. Thus, the meeting of Paul and Lydia in Philippi, and her 

subsequent baptism with her household is a companion piece to the story of Peter’s 

roof-top vision, and Cornelius’ angelic visitation and subsequent conversion of his 
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household. When Paul encounters Lydia, a purple-trader from the Lydian city of 

Thyatira,112 at a river-side place of prayer on the Sabbath, she is described as ‘a 

worshiper of God’ (Acts 16:14).113 She first ‘listens’ to Paul’s message, and then 

‘pays attention’, or listens ‘eagerly’ as the Lord opens her heart.114 Gillman makes the 

observation that in the text the ensuing baptism of Lydia and her household is dealt 

with cursorily, and subordinated to her offer of hospitality.115 When Lydia, as a 

Gentile woman, says to Paul: ‘If you have judged (kekrikate) me to be faithful (pistên) 

to the Lord, come and stay at my home’, her language reflects the transition in her 

belief, as Conzelmann notes.116 She is seeking to honour Paul, but Malina and Neyrey 

observe that as an independent woman who is not explicitly identified as a wife, she 

would have been an object of cultural suspicion.117 Blue however, does offer a range 

of possibilities for her marital and propertied status as a householder: she could be 

divorced, or widowed, and living in her own house; a married woman who owned the 
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principal house, or a widow living in a house that was bequeathed to her.118 Given her 

name and former status,119 her existence is disputed,120 but her hospitality is not in 

doubt. 

This story is replete with reversals, regardless of whether Lydia is viewed as 

an entrepreneurial merchant, or a migrant dyer and trader. The Brazilian, feminist 

liberation theologian Ivoni Richter Reimer is of the opinion that interpretations which 

portray Lydia as a purveyor of luxury goods, and thus a wealthy woman, are attempts 

by the wealthy West to co-opt the first ‘European’ convert.121 Using a Womanist 

perspective on the historical evidence, Murphy proposes that it is possible that Lydia 

was a ‘woman of colour’.122 There is also sympathetic speculation from Sutherland 

that she might be indelibly stained by her trade.123 In her successful appeal to Paul, 

Lydia ‘strongly urged’ or ‘insisted’ (v. 15), and Blue footnotes the only other New 

Testament occurrence of such importunity as being when the two disciples on the 

Emmaus road constrain Jesus (Luke 24:29).124 Miller adjudges Lydia’s demonstrative 

offer of ‘patronage and hospitality’ as an ‘effusive, and insistent, response to her 

conversion, in which God had taken a direct hand’.125 For González, an implicit 

gender-change is also concealed within her entreaty, as her urging can be equated with 

the pleading of the visionary ‘man of Macedonia’ who had prompted Paul’s 

journey.126 As a client who has received God’s favour, Lydia makes due public 

acknowledgement, and in then becoming a patron herself, she alters the usual flow of 

patronage.127 
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Abraham’s first act as a ‘subject of God’s covenant’ is the act of hospitality.128 

It is fitting, therefore, that having received the word of God, and become the first 

European convert, Lydia’s first gesture is to offer hospitality. Finding common 

allegiance as sons of Abraham enabled Jews and Gentiles to enter the family of God: 

‘In effect, it turned the God of Israel, a tribal deity, into the God of all the nations 

(Rom. 3:28–30)’.129 Elliott develops this international extension, by showing how the 

salvation of Israel and the posterity of the house of Abraham is realised in the 

household, not the Temple.130 After Pentecost, the gospel spreads ‘from house to 

house (Acts 20:20): from the households of Galilee, Jerusalem and Jericho’ 

outwards;131 it penetrates households of the diaspora and the empire, across the 

Mediterranean and goes ‘to the ends of the earth’ (Acts 1:8). Ultimately, ‘all the 

families of the earth shall be blessed’, in accordance with the promise to Abraham 

(Gen. 12:3; cf. Gal. 3:14; Heb. 2:16).132 For Casalengo, Luke sets up a dialectic 

between the distanced ritual space of Temple observance and the immediate 

relationality of the home; these household communities are ‘loyal’ to the God who 

does not dwell in buildings made by human hands.133 This loyalty is the due response 

to the gracious patronage of the Lord, and the household was the centre of such 

networks of obligation, as I have established. Contained within the historical and 

geographical sweep of the examples thus far has been an effective transition: the 

move from a narrative of individuals responding in faith to the promises of God, to 
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the emergence of households of believing converts. Having referenced patronage in 

passing with regard to this latter development, in the next section, I will seek to 

understand the cultural and linguistic underpinnings of this form of hospitality. 

Hitherto, in looking at hospitality in the lives of Abraham, Jesus, Peter, and Paul, I 

have mostly preserved chronology, but going forward I will adopt thematic 

consistency to structure my argument.

5. Patronage, hospitality, and belief

I have traced how ritualised adoptive kinship, which mitigated the threat posed 

to the host who offered shelter and sustenance to the unknown stranger, evolved over 

the centuries into the affiliated and potentially long-term relationship of patron and 

client. Patronage widens to include the bestowal of social and political favour, but the 

association with hospitality is retained, either through distribution of food baskets 

(sportulae), or the offering of invitations to dine or accommodation.134 Patrons could 

offer protection and support, and had privileged access to scarce social, economic, and 

political resources that were not universally available.135 In his influential work on 

patronage, Saller discusses the difficulty of constructing a definitive terminology of 

personal patronage under the Roman empire.136 The pertinence of Paul’s 

correspondence to this endeavour is put forward by Osiek:

If there is anything to the argument that Roman patronage and Greek 
benefaction are distinct, in Paul we have an Eastern Hellenized and 
Greek-speaking (Roman citizen?) of Judean extraction dealing with 
non-elite Greek speakers in Roman Galatia, Asia, Macedonia, and 
Achaia. Paul’s letters in general may be test cases not only for how 
patronage functioned in non-elite circles, but also for how it functioned 
in the absence of some of the expected terminology.137

Literary and semantic inconsistencies notwithstanding, public benefaction and praise 
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of the emperor or other prominent figures would have made the language of grace, 

salvation, and deliverance commonplace for converts to Christianity.138

Powerful and prestigious public figures were expected to show particularity to 

family, friends, and clients, and gained honour through their benefactions. The 

obligation was mutual and long-lasting despite the inequality of power, and clients 

would express loyalty through deference and praise. DeSilva identifies how the 

constellation of words associated with belief, such as faith (fides in Latin; pistis in 

Greek) and grace (charis) are all embedded in the language of commitment, loyalty 

and gratitude which marked patronal relationships.139 The client had to keep faith with 

the patron by remaining loyal, and trusting that the patron would keep their promises. 

However, it was understood that giving should be for the sake of giving, and not in 

expectation of return. Recipients were expected to value the ongoing relationship with 

their patron more than the gift, a gift created a binding relationship of reciprocity. A 

reputation for being properly grateful in these social exchanges was analogous to a 

present day credit rating in financial transactions. Furthermore, deSilva notes that 

grace was used to characterise both sides of the relationship: grace was evidenced in 

the favour shown by a gift, and evinced due gratitude.

Montserrat explains that status could take precedence over gender,140 and so 

Greco-Roman women were acknowledged as public patrons and benefactors; their 

Christian counterparts were enjoined in 1 Tim. 5:16 to support widows in need.141 

Paterfamilias denoted property-ownership, so could be applied equally to women and 

men, as Saller clarifies.142 The aforementioned Lydia, and possibly Euodia and 
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Syntyche in Philippi,143 the mother of John Mark in Jerusalem, Nympha of Colossae, 

and the mobile Phoebe from Cenchreae, all host house churches and appear to be 

householders in their own right, and Lydia offers hospitality to Paul as a patron 

would.144 In return, Paul formally accords patronal status to Phoebe as his prostatis 

(Rom. 16:2), but he also recommends her, as the assumed bearer of his letter, in a 

reversal of that relationship; Osiek speculates that these gestures operate as ‘mutual 

flattery’,145 but it is unnecessary to go beyond noting their submission to each other, 

as her interpretation detracts from any understanding of Christianity as 

countercultural.

5.1. Jesus, God and patronage

Augustus officially acquired the title pater patriae in 2 BCE, the empire and the 

inhabitants of the Mediterranean world were thus constructed as his familia, his 

clients.146 Such imperial representation coupled with an emperor’s mediation between 

the gods and the populace, if he was appointed pontifex maximus,147 made Jesus’ own 

claims of patronage and heavenly mediation dangerous propositions.148 Neyrey 

clarifies Jesus’ position vis-à-vis patronage:

God, the heavenly benefactor, has bestowed on us all benefaction 
through Jesus (e.g. Eph. 1.3-10). . . . Jesus, then, mediates the heavenly 
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patronage of God to us, even as he functions to mediate earthly petition 
and praise to the heavenly patron.149

Significantly, Luke’s summary of Jesus’ ministry that ‘he went about doing good 

(euergetōn) and healing’, uses the verb form for of the noun for a benefactor (Acts 

10:38).150 Gowler explains that the accusation that Jesus is a ‘friend’ of toll-collectors 

and sinners actually frames them as his clients,151 and this relationship is explained by 

deSilva, who observes that Jesus acquires his own clientela, or entourage, as a result 

of his virtuous deeds (aretai).152 Nevertheless, Jesus is cognisant of those who would 

join themselves to him for free food, rather than spiritual nourishment (John 6:26–

27).153 However, when his disciples assume that they should regulate access to Jesus, 

he reframes the intermediary role of brokerage by appointing the weak and powerless 

as his brokers.154 At the Last Supper, Jesus calls his disciples friends (philoi), not 

slaves (douloi) (John 15:15). This naming leads Osiek and Balch to conclude: 

‘Discipleship, then, brings about an emancipation, a transformation of status from 

metaphorical slavery to clientage under the rubric of friendship’.155

Summers is dubious about this friendship being patron-client terminology 

because no benefit would accrue to the disciples from a patron who is, in the eyes of 

the world, without influence.156 However, advancing his thesis on friendship causes 
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him to lose sight of the constitution of Jesus’ unworldly kingdom. Citing Keener, 

Summers informs us that the Jewish slave could not inherit unless they received their 

freedom in the same will that named the bequest.157 He then fails to follow this fact 

through to its logical conclusion, namely that Jesus is leaving his disciples, and so he 

is liberating them into a new relationship wherein they can inherit all the blessings of 

the Father’s house (cf. John 8:36).158 In Colossians, slaves are promised that they will 

receive the reward of inheritance (3:24), but Summers contrasts slavish obedience and 

knowing obedience, and restricts friendship to the latter condition,159 which disregards 

the significance of Jesus’ declaration in the context of the eschatological hospitality 

that the footwashing prefigures.160 Abraham was called the friend of God, and God 

did not hide what he intended from him (Isa. 41:8; 2 Chron. 20:7; Gen. 18:17, 20–21). 

God also spoke to Moses face-to-face, as to a friend (Exod. 33:11, Num. 12:8a; Deut. 

34:10), so Jesus’ words marking a transition to friendship can be seen in part, as a 

recapitulation of those relationships.161 Subsequent proof of friendship is evident in 

the threefold exchange of questions between the risen Jesus and a repentant and 

humbled Peter (John 21:15–17). The latter consistently uses the language of 

friendship, and he is given a pastoral charge, in recognition of his corresponding 

readiness and preparedness to lay down his life for Jesus’ sheep, as a friend would for 

a friend (cf. John 13:36–38; John 15:13).162

As Green asserts, Jesus offered a way of circumventing the stratified ‘gift-and-

obligation system that tied together every person–slave or free, male or female, 

emperor or child–into an intricate web of reciprocal relations’.163 When Jesus taught 
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the disciples to pray and ‘forgive debts’, they are being instructed not to hold 

‘obligations for praise and esteem’ over their debtors as a patron would.164 Jesus’ 

followers are to treat one another as family, and give without distinction of status, as 

they would in their kinship group.165 In the Jerusalem church of the book of Acts, 

honour was accorded to divestment as benefactors (in the non-technical sense of 

donors) and beneficiaries united before God their mutual benefactor.166 Having ‘all 

things in common’ (Acts 4:32–35) references the topoi of friendship as a Greco-

Roman philosophical ideal of fellowship (philia koinōnia) between like-minded 

‘partners’ (koinōnoi), resembling the mutuality of brothers (philadelphia).167 DeSilva 

expounds how, as in the later relations between churches in different provinces, this 

circulation of resources is seen as God’s provision.168 The obligation to repay is met 

by rendering thanks to God; the givers are remembered in prayer, which perpetuates 

the flow of grace. Just as formal benefactions were made to collegia or cities, so with 

the church under the patronage of God. Paul gives thanks to God for the generosity, 

growth in maturity, and the works of the churches he writes to, which he sees as a 

result of God’s grace, and so worthy of his thanksgiving. The churches have been 

blessed corporately, but the sanctification of individual believers is shown as they 

duly love, forgive, and share. The gifts of God are to be stewarded wisely through 

sharing so that the praise of God may increase; the fear of persecution, public shame, 

or economic loss should not make them disloyal to God.

Worldly patronage pertains to physical gifts and benefits which require due 

acknowledgement; Paul discourses on spiritual gifts that are received through being in 
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spiritual relationship, but for which the recipient is likewise accountable. Malina 

elucidates: ‘In the Pauline tradition . . . charis, God’s readiness to be Patron, is shown 

to all, while charisma, actual favor or patronage, “come to those in Christ Jesus” ’.169 

As when Cornelius’ household receive the gift of the Holy Spirit, so gift-giving occurs 

in the household assemblies; convivial eating and the manifestation of these God-

given gifts are all part of their meeting together.170 Sharing in the body and blood of 

Christ creates fellowship (koinōnia) among those gathered;171 this is analysed ritually 

as ‘unity-creating intentionality’ by Gruenwald,172 and as group solidarity through 

ceremonial commensality by Neyrey.173 Paul’s admonitions about unworthy eating, 

and his exhortations about the exercise of spiritual gifts (1 Cor. 11:17–22; 12:1–31; 

14:1–40), take on added resonance when consciously located within the practice of 

banquet-hospitality, and gift-giving as kin-inclusion. For example, Mathews finds a 

deeper significance in the symbolic gift-exchange within hospitality, ‘since all that 

belongs to a man is penetrated by his being, and physical contact with his possessions 

brings communion with the owner’.174 Moreover, on a physical level, food as a form 
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of gift-exchange literally ‘internalizes the debt to the other’;175 a reputation for 

hospitality is circulated through bodily memory of consumption.

6. Household hospitality?

Respective domestic provision and dining habits are encapsulated in Dexter’s 

pithy phrase: ‘The rich ate in, the poor ate out’.176 Despite Adams inferring that 

another venue, such as a rented dining room, was used by the Corinthians this does 

not preclude a chronology where the wealthy could, and did, dine early (1 Cor. 11:21–

22, 33–34).177 Such temporal distinctions go some way to explaining the dependence 

of poorer members on the ritual meals of the early Christian community, if the poor 

and slaves would arrive later bringing only limited food.178 In Smith’s deconstruction 

of community formation and hospitality in the early Church an inclusive invitation 

preceded gathering.179 The small domestic dining groupings for which he argues, 

enable the production of communal identity through proximity, and observance of 

banqueting ritual.180 In opposition to Murphy-O’Connor,181 Smith focuses on typical 

domestic features and their function, as opposed to compositing and peopling a typical 

house.182 Calculations for the possibility of larger assemblies which arise from these 
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imaginative scenarios are ingenious,183 but Adams has subsequently advanced a range 

of venues other than the private house, thus changing the parameters of the debate,184 

although my discussion of hospitality obviously relates more to social arrangements.

 Paul’s acknowledgement of Gaius’ hospitality to the ‘whole church’ (Rom. 

16:23) has been used as justification in arguments about household capacity,185 but 

Adams shows that the majority view remains that Paul was commending his ready 

hospitality.186 In 2017, Kloppenborg made a plausible argument that the weight of 

evidence is for xenos to be rendered as guest (not the aberrant reading of host).187 In 

addition, he highlighted the peculiarity of Paul referring to Gaius by his effectively 

indistinguishable praenomen, if he is indeed unknown to the recipients of the letter.188 

With this reversal, Paul is then requiring future reciprocal hospitality from the 

Romans, for Phoebe and himself, in return for the hospitality which has been accorded 

to Gaius, who is known to them.189 Even if massed gatherings are admitted as a 

possibility, sociality and koinōnia would still have occurred with those close at hand, 

whether reclining, seated, or standing;190 this communal sharing is the essence of 

hospitality. Regardless of proximity to the patron, or titular host, those present are 

hosted by Jesus at the table of the Lord (1 Cor. 10:21).

Undoubtedly, patronage was central to the self-presentation of the Roman 

elite; Roman architecture was socially-shaped, and the characteristic atrium developed 
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as the place for the patron to receive their clients.191 Nevertheless, as oikos could 

indicate a tenement apartment (insula), as well as a peristyle domus, it cannot be 

assumed that patrons of house churches were correspondingly wealthy. Given that 

Paul reminds the Corinthians that by worldly standards, when they were called, not 

many of them were wise, physically able, or of high standing (1 Cor. 1:26), the 

settings for their meetings were more likely to be modest. However, as Lopez and 

Penner indicate, a problematic ideology of spatial separation functions to define the 

early Church within the academy: ‘Without the category of “house” and “private 

space,” it would be difficult to envision “Christianness” as a category’.192

Although domestic piety was the Roman norm,193 Meek observes that kat’ 
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oikon ekklēsia was not ‘coterminous’ with the household; the church could include 

converts, and the household might be headed by a non-believer.194 In characterising 

this ambiguous overlap between ekklēsia and oikos, the ‘church-in-house’, Barton 

claims that meetings were ‘in some sense public gatherings which assembled in 

private space’.195 As archaeologists, Allison and Ellis problematise imposed readings 

of space, access, and privilege: Allison questions masculinist interpretations of 

separate activity-spaces as normative within the Roman house, and Ellis highlights the 

shortcomings of attempts to systematise circulation patterns.196 In a discussion of how 

these mutable and questionable distinctions operated, Osiek states: ‘The house . . . 

was not the place to be free of a public role but the place to enhance that role by 

hospitality’.197 Schüssler Fiorenza refines this distinction:

The public sphere of the Christian community was in the house and not 
outside of the household. The community was ‘in her house.’ 
Therefore, it seems that the domina of the house, where the ecclesia 
gathered, had primary responsibility for the community and its 
gathering in the house church.198

Osiek and MacDonald posit ‘a world of sisterhood, conversation, and exchange 

among women on issues of hospitality, childcare, service and allegiance to Christ 

under the authority of a (sometimes pagan) paterfamilias as a wife, daughter, or 

slave’.199 Their earthy speculative soundscape for a house church includes the 

overheard cries of a female slave in labour, and the noisy presence of nursing infants 

and playing children, thus belying any presumption of internal spatial segregation.200
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Taking Rome as her example, Betts proposes the utility of a multisensory 

approach to understanding spatial dichotomies.201 In addition, perceptions of the 

intersection of honour with public and private space function to give the apostle Paul 

‘voice’ as he preaches ‘in public and from house to house’ (Acts 20:20).202 Adams 

points out that a ‘semi-public space such as a partially walled garden could perhaps 

help to explain Paul’ prohibition of women’s speech in 1 Cor. 14.43-45, if these 

verses genuinely came from him’.203 The importance of these perceived categories can 

be seen from Kobel’s observation: ‘Roman authorities were suspicious of any kind of 

gathering of people that did not take place in plain public sight, regardless of the 

activity its members performed’.204 Writing to counter modern assumptions about 

privacy, Osiek and Balch argue for differing definitions according to venue. If 

meetings were conducted in insulae they would have been within earshot and 

oversight of other users and inhabitants of the tenement block.205 Using Vitruvius’ 

much-cited architectural treatise for support, they construct privacy in the domus in 

terms of differential spatial access for the curious, but uninvited Corinthian ‘outsider’ 

(1 Cor. 14:16).206 Smith refutes this understanding of this particular verse by 
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translating idiōtēs not as outsider, but as uninitiated, in line with the comparable 

practice of other associations towards non-members.207 Couper’s preferred rendering 

of idiōtēs as ‘uninformed’ takes more account of subjective experience in the context 

of uninterpreted tongues, but is not fundamentally incompatible with Smith’s stance 

on precedence and placement.208 In Chapter 2, I will consider how these early Jesus-

followers reinforce their identity as believers through the sensory aspects of eating a 

shared meal.

6.1. The context of New Testament hospitality

Having considered the intersecting language of faith and patronage, and the 

spatial and social dimensions of hospitality in the household assembly, I am now in a 

position to look specifically at the language of hospitality, and set New Testament 

hospitality in an imperial context. Disputing interpretations of the kingdom of God in 

the gospels as the ‘reign’ of God, Aalen avers, ‘the kingdom of God is a house’, an 

enclosed community of those in fellowship with God, Jesus, and each other.209 This 

can be set against the background of the complexity of the Roman household:

Domus was used with regard to household and kinship to mean the 
physical house, the household including family and slaves, the broad 
kinship group including agnates and cognates, ancestors and 
descendants, and the patrimony.210

Meek clarifies the social bonds within this social and economic establishment:

‘Family’ is defined not first by kinship but by the relationship of 
dependence and subordination. The head of a substantial household 
was thus responsible for–and expected a degree of obedience from–not 
only his immediate family but also his slaves, former slaves who were 
now clients, hired laborers, and sometimes business associates and 
tenants.211
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Just as Caesar was the father of the nation, so the household represented the state in 

microcosm.212 Guijarro sees this inseparability of the political and the domestic as 

crucial to Jesus’ mission: ‘If the household was the basic cell of society, Jesus could 

not omit it from his plan to make the good news reach everyone. Recreating the 

household was the best way to recreate society from its roots’.213 Accordingly, the 

‘male’ space of the patriarchal household replicated external social structures, but 

Jesus called his followers into the unsettled ‘queer’ space of the ‘kingdom 

household’; the household of God transcended the earthly household or kingdom.214

 Koenig defends the premise contained in the title of his book, New Testament 

Hospitality: Partnership with Strangers as Promise and Mission thus:

The noun xenos denotes simultaneously a guest, host, or a stranger, 
while the verb xenizein means “receive as a guest” but also “surprise” 
and hence “present someone or something as strange.” 
Correspondingly, philoxenia, the term used in the New Testament, 
refers literally not to a love of strangers per se but to a delight in the 
whole guest-host relationship, in the mysterious reversals and gains for 
all parties which may take place.215

In the context of pneumatic mission, Koenig expands his usage of partnership, and his 

definition of strangers, by claiming that as potential ‘mediators of God’s presence’ 

even the familiar become ‘ “strange” in the best sense’.216 From a standpoint of 

present day praxis, Hoad critiques Koenig’s definition of Christian hospitality as 

‘partnership with strangers’ as perhaps owing more to the strategic alliances of the 

Greek symposium, and proposes ‘companionship with strangers’ as more befitting a 
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Christian relationship.217 However, I maintain that any rejection of partnership as 

showing insufficient fellow-feeling should be nuanced by remembrance of Greco-

Roman friendship as a nexus of meaning, which I alluded to in discussion of 

patronage and slavery earlier. Nevertheless, the experience of hospitality is 

inseparable from the language used to describe the communal experience of the 

believers.

According to Elliott, in Luke-Acts, the household is ‘the typical location of the 

gospel’s reception and the church’s growth’, and the subject for teaching about 

discipleship and how to live in God’s household. 218 Koenig proceeds to draw out how 

household metaphors set the scene for hospitality: the believers themselves are part of 

the household of God; they enter and have ‘access’ through Christ (Eph. 2:18).219 He 

notes Paul’s use ‘of the verb oikodomein (“build up a dwelling”) to describe what 

believers do for one another in giving and receiving their spiritual gifts’ 

(1 Cor. 14:4, 17), and he proceeds to argue that ‘everyday hospitality’ facilitates ‘gift-

exchange’, ‘mutual, charismatic strengthening’, and testimony.220 Nevertheless, 

despite such domestic accounts of spiritual formation, believers were not immune to 

conformity with the prevailing secular norms of the Greco-Roman household. In 

Osiek and Balch’s opinion, this had ‘both advantages for mission and disadvantages 

for eschatological ethics’; they do not expand on this judgement, but presumably they 

are highlighting the benefits of inculturation and the dangers of syncretism.221

 84 

  

———————————
217 

Rosemary Hoad, “Open House in Luke’s Gospel and Today: Encountering Jesus Through Food and 

Hospitality,” MA thesis (Lampeter: University of Wales, 2005), 68. I would like to thank Revd 

Rosemary Hoad for graciously allowing me access to her digital copy of her thesis, and Jayne Downey, 

Director of Learning Resources at Sarum College, Salisbury, for her assistance.

218 

Elliott, “Temple Versus Household in Luke-Acts,” 225, 227, here at 225. He earlier explains and 

enumerates Luke’s usage of the term: ‘In Luke-Acts the “house” (oikia) and “Household” (oikos), 

comprise family and kin, personnel and property. They play a prominent, if not dominant, role in the 

narrative. The term oikia appears twenty-five times in Luke and twelve times in Acts; oikos, another 

thirty-four times in Luke and twenty-five times in Acts’ (Ibid., 225, capitals in original).

219 

Koenig states, without specifying, that the Greek word for ‘access’ literally means ‘entranceway to a 

hall’ (Koenig, New Testament Hospitality, 58).

220 

Koenig, New Testament Hospitality, 59.

221 

Osiek and Balch, Families in the New Testament World, 178, 179. For the latter condition, they 

refer to Peter’s inconsistent dining practice (Gal. 2:11–21). 



Nasrallah exposes the discursive formation of early Christian hospitality to 

travellers by reversing scholarly perspective, and looking at the communities of 

reception which welcomed and sheltered apostles. She writes: ‘The ekklēsiai to which 

Paul wrote–and Paul, too–seem to have been experimenting with hospitality and 

financial exchange that paradoxically overflowed out of their lack and need’.222 The 

requisitioning of labour, goods and hospitality by travelling Roman officials could 

potentially dispossess villagers situated on well-traversed routes, as an inscription 

from Galatia recording an Imperial appeal almost contemporaneous with Paul’s letter 

to those in the region, implies.223 So, even the hospitality extended to those who 

travelled in the name of Christ, rather than the emperor, had to be delimited by the 

churches.224 Ensuing internal tensions between ‘itinerant’ and ‘residential’ Christians 

arise from the priority given to mission over service, which leads to the expectation of 

the former that they will be served by the latter.225 This dynamic is also seen in the 

subordination of unmarried female prophets to missionary wives, conjectured by 

Wire.226 However, this distinction is not clear-cut, as Priscilla and Aquila are 

peripatetic missionaries who also serially host house churches.227 Nevertheless, 

Nasrallah’s shift in focus from the prevailing heroic narrative of the suffering and 

difficulties of itinerant apostles (2 Cor. 11:23–33) foregrounds an embodied 

hospitality negotiated in the exigencies and materiality of life,228 as evidenced in 

discontent and disputes over equity at the Lord’s Supper.229
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6.2. Hospitality and brotherly and sisterly love

Mathews argues that the incidental nature of the mentions of hospitality in the 

Pauline epistles serve to confirm the centrality of the practice attested to in Luke-

Acts.230 He is of the opinion that the exhortations ‘not to neglect to show hospitality to 

strangers’ (Heb. 13:2), and to practise hospitality ‘ungrudgingly’ (1 Pet. 4:9), reflect 

the demands placed upon local congregations in circumstances of suffering and 

persecution, as the first generation of Christians is succeeded by the next.231 After 

assessing the severity of the hardships endured by those tasked with spreading the 

gospel (l Cor. 1:13), he concludes that their plight more resembled the dire need of the 

fugitive than that of the passing stranger; this evaluation provides a useful perspective 

from the Hebrew Bible to superimpose on Nasrallah’s analysis.232 In the New 

Testament, hospitality is frequently evidenced as one of the foremost examples of 

brotherly and sisterly love (Rom. 12:10–13; Heb. 13:1–3).233 In 1 Peter, 

uncomplaining hospitality is given as an example of the love which covers a 

‘multitude of sins’ (4:8–9). Osiek calculates that Paul uses sibling language ‘at least 

122 times’, which contemporaries would have understood as promoting ‘unity and 

harmony’ not, as might be supposed today, equality.234 DeSilva proposes that this 

language of philadelphia ‘facilitates the adoption of a sibling ethic in Christianity.235 

In Hebrews, after Paul’s appeal not to forget to practise hospitality, he asks his hearers 

to perform a conceptual leap, and to remember the prisoners, not only as though they 
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were themselves chained, but ‘as being yourselves in their skin’ (Heb. 13:3).236 He 

transitions from practical hospitality to an imagined, embodied hosting by the 

imprisoned sisters or brothers.

7. Conclusion

I have shown that the conjunction of hospitality and faith persisted across the 

centuries. The hospitality offered by Abraham, through the extension of domestic 

space, was appropriate to a tented, nomadic, tribal culture, just as first-century Greco-

Roman domestic hospitality was the product of an urbanised culture supported by a 

social structure of patronage. Nevertheless, discernible continuities remain over the 

millennia; so, in this chapter, I have identified common practices of welcome derived 

from recollections of the Bronze Age, and the life of Jesus, by juxtaposing depictions 

of eager and open-hearted hospitality with portrayals of defaulting hosts and 

unwelcoming households. Abraham offered refreshment in the shelter of a shady tree, 

and in the next chapter, I will look at how the al fresco meals which Jesus hosted and 

provided presage the Messianic age of plenty. Jesus showed the kingdom-hospitality 

of the household of God in his table fellowship, and through demonstrating humble 

service by washing the feet of his disciples. This survey has been intertwined with a 

narrative of hospitable Abraham as the welcomer of angels and the fictional Lazarus, 

as the forefather of Israel, then the nation of Israel, and thence, in the eyes of 

Christians, the Church. Being acknowledged as Abraham’s descendants marked the 

restoration of Zacchaeus, and the woman with the spinal deformity; subsequently, the 

claim of kinship with Abraham enabled Jews and Gentiles to integrate in the 

assemblies of the followers of Jesus. This assimilation was reinforced by the fictive 

kin relationship of philadelphia which structured behaviour, and provided a means of 

naming and relating to fellow believers, whether local, or known only through letters 

and recommendations.
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Hospitality evolves from temporary cohabitation for the clanless isolate, 

whereby adoption as fictive kin was a bid to avert threat, to later implication with the 

social and spatial display of power in patronal relationships. By contrast, but existing 

in parallel with the latter, the ministry of hospitality gave widows an honoured place 

among believers. Although any discussion of the practicalities of hospitality 

necessarily centres around the host or patron, my argument has been that it is the 

collective experience of kinship-koinōnia which defines hospitality in the ekklēsiai. 

Hospitality was as necessary for the travelling missionary, or the fellow believer, as 

for the household meetings, or larger assemblies; the names and status of particular 

hosts may have been questioned subsequently, as in the cases of Lydia and Gaius, but 

hospitality was a constant. In the following chapter I will look more closely at meal-

time mutuality through the lens of Pattison’s work on social shame.237 However, 

hospitality within the early Christian community was not just a culturally inflected 

practice; the gift of hospitality could also be qualitatively charismatic (1 Pet. 4:9–10). 

Conversely, the peremptory dismissal attributed to the inhospitable in James is a 

parody of the act of hospitality: this formula of empty words indicates the lack of 

customary nourishment, shelter and blessing by reversing their temporal order, as the 

hapless conjured hearer is bid ‘ “Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill” ’ (James 

2:16).
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Chapter 2

 Feasting the stranger, the hungry, and all people

Communal, covenantal, and eschatological hospitality in the Bible

1. Feasting and hospitality

Having looked at hosts and household hospitality in Chapter 1, in this chapter I 

will be reversing perspective and considering the recipients of hospitality, the 

provision of food as a replication of divine providence, and the place of feasting in the 

heavenly economy and the life of the church. Dietler and Hayden define feasts broadly 

as ‘the communal consumption of food and/or drink’, but differentiate such occasions 

from ‘everyday domestic meals and from the simple exchange of food without 

communal consumption’.1 Hayden authored a book on the ‘power of feasting’ from an 

ethnoarchaeological perspective, and he writes, on festal dynamics: ‘Participating in 

feasts elevates people from mundane everyday affairs, it panders to the senses, 

immerses the individual in social intercourse, animates ritual, and fosters fond 

memories’.2 I quibble with the negative connotations of pander, even the Corinthians 

who failed to discern the body of the Lord by persisting in greedy and exclusive eating 

habits were heedless, rather than sensualists. However, I insist that embodied eating is 

sensational because, as Classen maintains: ‘We experience our bodies – and the world 

– through our senses’.3 Accordingly, I shall argue that sensory apprehension of self, 

others, and God is part of ritual eating and feasting, but Hayden’s summary 

nevertheless provides a useful framework for setting out the themes of this chapter. 

The elevated sociality of koinōnia has already been alluded to Chapter 1, and will be 
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encountered again in this chapter. Immersive sensation and ritual, and eschatological 

meals as a future hope will be approached through defining the stranger (גר, ger) in 

Hebrew scripture, and then examining how calendrical festivity and retrospective 

memory serve to incorporate the גר into the Deuteronomic community. I shall move 

on to consider eschatological meals in Jesus’ teaching and ministry, whether the 

prospect of the consummation of the Messianic banquet, or the earthly culmination of 

the Last Supper. The theme of feasting for the hungry multitudes through Jesus’ 

miraculous feedings, will be interwoven with the quest of the Gentile mother from 

Syro-Phoenicia that anticipates the feasting of all people on the mountain in Isaiah 

25:6–8. Through a detailed examination of the menu, and situating this feast as 

eschatological meal, Messianic banquet, and marital celebration, I will argue that the 

sensory aspects of feasting, including seeing the face of God, take sensory 

apprehension beyond appetite or festivity to communion, both divine and human. 

Finally, I will consider invocations of Isaiah 25:6–8 in the present, compare biblical 

abundance with restriction, and look in general at how exclusion, instead of inclusive 

hospitality, operates within rituals of Communion.

2. Feasting the גר

The singular noun גר, a technical term denoting legal status, and thus 

masculine, occurs eighty-one times in the Hebrew scriptures,4 mostly within legal 

texts, and has the meaning of stranger.5 This legal standing is to be distinguished from 

cultural understandings of divine protection by the gods, or the conventions of 
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hospitality in oriental societies: ‘unlike the surrounding cultures, alterity in Israel did 

not necessarily imply hostility’.6 Houston points out the essential insularity of a 

‘lineage-based agrarian society’: ‘the immigrant from another tribe or even the next 

village is just as much of an outsider’.7 The גר is a settled immigrant whose 

provenance is never mentioned, whereas the motifs of exile and return, or temporary 

sojourning are used of the Israelite who departs Israel as an emigrant.8 Accordingly, 

the גר is seen from the perspective of the Israelites; most occurrences of the noun are 

given spatial or territorial locality.9 However, it should be remembered that the גר 

could not own land (Deut. 24:14–15),10 and so was excluded from the agricultural 

economy.11 Levine specifies those to whom the term applied:

The ger referred to in the Bible was most often a foreign merchant or 
craftsman or a mercenary soldier. This term never refers to the prior 
inhabitants of the land; those are identified by ethnological groupings, 
such as Canaanites and Amorites, or by other specific terms of 
reference.12

The precarity of alienness in antiquity can be deduced from the popular etymology 

deriving egens (needy) from ex-gens (apart from the clan) noted by Stählin.13 The 

stranger is separated from the kin-community which sustains his life,14 and so exists 
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in ‘social limbo’.15

Glanville encapsulates the Deuteronomic remedy for ‘displacement’ thus: ‘the 

gēr. . . ultimately becomes grafted into the kinship group of the household, of the clan, 

and of the nation’.16 Cross neatly summarises the legal expedient whereby 

‘individuals or groups were grafted onto the genealogies and fictive kinship became 

kinship of the flesh or blood. In a word, kinship-in-law became kinship-in-flesh’.17 

Following Turner on communitas, Glanville argues for the relationship between 

fictive kinship and communal eating in Deuteronomy: the conjunction of the joyful 

imperative ‘Feast!’ with the household list18 ‘fosters inclusion within a household’.19 

Altmann unfolds the ‘Deuteronomic vision of sacred consumption’, whereby if the 

‘envisioned “Israelites” ’ followed the ‘given ordinances related to festive meat 

consumption’ when they came to worship, they could become ‘recipients of the 

divinely-provided blessing, celebrating Yhwh’s rich feast like the one imagined in the 

significantly later text of Isa 25:6’.20 The menu of the meaty mountain celebration in 

Isaiah will be discussed subsequently, as will a wider-ranging inclusion, which these 

meals foreshadow. Further to the motif of inclusion, I contend that the inclusive 

pilgrimage festivals which Glanville discusses in detail,21 also permit the גר the 

therapeutic experience of a journey that is not defined by indeterminacy, unlike their 

original excursion. From the perspective of the ‘joy of the feast’,22 Braulik also 

considers fraternity to be a ‘structural principle’:
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The theory of Deuteronomy is that the feast liberates people from 
existential anguish and abolishes class barriers so that all may rejoice 
before YHWH. . . . 
 The brotherliness of YHWH’s family is not merely proclaimed 
by Deuteronomy; it is also intended to be experienced. Its most 
effective symbol is the liturgical meal which follows on the animal 
sacrifices (12:7, 18; 14:23, 26; 27:7). . . . The feast is a result of the 
meal and of the sacrificial communion.23

Braulik proceeds to draw parallels with the koinōnia of the first Christians who were 

‘united in heart and soul’ (Acts 4:32), and had no one in need among them (v. 34). He 

sees this as the fulfilment of Deuteronomy 15:4: ‘Indeed, there ought to be no poor 

among you’.24

2.1. Loving God and the גר

Having looked at the reception and inclusion of the גר, I am now going to 

explore the intertwining of land, love, estrangement, and memory in the collective 

Israelite identity. Tzoref states that ‘a key element of the patriarchal narratives in the 

book of Genesis is that Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and their households were 

themselves gērîm (described as “wandering Arameans” in Deut 26:5)’.25 Before the 

Israelites come into the promised land, God reminds them, ‘for the land is mine; with 

me you are but aliens and tenants (Lev. 25:23); God reaffirms the Israelites’ 

dependence on him as the owner of the land using distinctions between degrees of 

permanence.26 Crucially, Yahweh declares their identity is as strangers with him, not 

as strangers within a land.27 Yahweh demonstrates love for strangers in Deuteronomy 

10:18 ‘by giving them food and water’ in Bosman’s translation; Israel is called to 

emulate Yahweh’s care for strangers.28 The implications for a theology of hospitality 

are shown by the New Testament parallel with the coming of the Son of Man when 
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the bemused righteous will ask the Lord when they saw him hungry, thirsty, or a 

stranger, or naked, and ministered to him (Matt. 25:31–40).

The injunction to ‘love the גר’occurs twice in the Hebrew scriptures (Lev. 

19:34; Deut. 10:19), as does the commandment to ‘love Yahweh’ (Deut. 6:5; 11:1), 

with a solitary reference to ‘love’ of the fellow Israelite as neighbour (Lev. 19:18).29 

Lupton highlights how lexical and phonological similarity serve to decrease any 

perceived distance between the stranger and the resident Israelites:

Leviticus 19:34 institutes the rule of neighbor-love in a related play on 
estrangement and dwelling: ‘The stranger [ha-ger] that dwelleth 
[haggar] with you shall be unto you as one born among you, and thou 
shalt love him as thyself; for ye were strangers [gerim] in the land of 
Egypt’.30

Ellman argues that an holistic, committed love is demanded: ‘The reciprocity implied 

by the juxtaposition of the commandment in 6:5 to Deut. 6:4 confirms this: just as 

Yahweh is indivisible, the loving self must be indivisible. In other words, the entirety 

of the self is involved’.31 Moran notes that cognates of the Hebrew word ’āhēb 

translated as ‘love’ or ‘befriend’, denote the reciprocal relationship of suzerain to 

vassal in the diplomatic vocabulary of ancient Near East treaties.32 Two vassals could 

also be in a triadic relationship with a greater king; Israel as Yahweh’s people would 

therefore be expected to enter into adoptive kinship with ‘the gēr, Yahweh’s 

“friend” ’.33
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2.2. Remembering being גרים

Having considered the difficulty of translating loving ‘with all your heart 

(nepeš)’,34 Ellman adjudges that memory ‘provides the epistemological and 

psychological basis from which to carry out this obligation’.35 He finds that the 

continuous devotion required of Deuteronomic covenantal love has ‘cognitive, 

emotional and performative’ aspects, hence recitation aids internalisation and 

integration of collective memory.36 Glanville identifies how divine blessing is 

discerned through the repetitions of the gleaning laws: ‘The law is liturgical in form, 

through mnemonic affect arousing compassion for the gēr and reshaping the 

worldview of the hearer/reader’.37 MacDonald reflects on the Deuteronomic theology 

of hospitality as a ‘theology of memory’, whereby the Israelites are called to 

remember their redemption from slavery in Egypt by God, rather than seek to regulate 

their behaviour through identification with the aliens among them, as in the book of 

Exodus.38 He implies that whereas Sabbath observance had formerly recalled creation, 

and mirrored divine rest on the seventh day, in Deuteronomy the perspective is 

foreshortened, and remembrance of the Exodus displaces recollection of creation.39

In the Deuteronomic code the ‘גר-orphan-widow’ triad forms a collective 

subject as personae miserae.40 The syntagm occurs eleven times, of which eight 

instances are to do with food.41 When Ruth, as a Moabitess, comes into Israel she 

does not describe herself as a גר because as a legal status it only applied to men.42 

However, as a widow, she comes within these provisions when she gleans in the fields 
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(Ruth 2:2–3; Deut. 24:19). In Deuteronomy 10:19, the גר is definitely a foreigner, and 

the focus is not on his physical welfare, but his integration within the community 

through an appeal to communal remembrance.43 It is likely, in the view of Ramírez 

Kidd, that as a post-exilic conjunction of command with motive, this precept is 

intended not only to encourage acceptance of the foreigner, but also to facilitate the 

return of the Jewish diaspora to Palestine, amidst a culture of wariness and exclusive 

nationalism.44 Milgrom observes that ‘the gēr  is completely equivalent to the Israelite 

in civil law’, but is ‘held to a more lenient regime’ under religious law, as they had to 

obey only the negative commandments and prohibitions of the Torah,45 those intended 

to preserve ‘the unity, order, and cleanliness of the land of Israel before the holiness of 

the Lord’.46 Thus, there is a necessary distinction between the easily assimilable 

individual and the threat of idolatry posed by contiguous foreign nations.47 After the 

exile, other nations were viewed as political rivals, but the inclusion of the גר was 

regarded as a Messianic portent,48 and in the next section I will consider the guises of 

the portended Messianic banquet in the New Testament.

3. Feasting the hungry: Meals of the kingdom

The only miracle account which appears in all four gospels is the so-called 

feeding of the five thousand (Matt. 1:13–21; Mark 6:30–44; Luke 9:11–17; John 6:5–

13). Standhartinger draws comparisons between imperial mass-feedings, civic 

banquets, and this multiplication of food, but observes that the deserted location is 

more reminiscent of catering during military campaigns.49 She proceeds to specify the 

characteristics which make this occasion a feast, and not a picnic:
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Mk 6.39–40 says, ‘he ordered them to get all the people to recline 
symposion by symposion on the green grass. And they reclined garden-
plot by garden-plot in groups of hundreds and fifties.’
 Symposion (literally, drinking together) refers to a formal meal 
that is followed by a drinking session celebrated on dining couches 
(triclina). The social form of the symposium itself as well as ‘reclining-
at-table’ (α� νακλι̂ναι)is a status symbol as well as a sign of luxury. 
Thus, a symposium is a cena recta, a proper banquet, and not merely a 
distribution of sportulae, small bread baskets.50

She queries the lack of the requisite wine, which she ascribes to the greater familiarity 

of the story-tellers with food-distribution than symposia,51 but it should be 

remembered that Jesus has already provided copious wine at the wedding at Cana 

(John 2:1–11), and that first miracle signalled the commencement of the Messianic 

banquet for Asumang.52 Batten looks at the similarities of terminology between this 

meal and the preceding feast at Herod’s palace (Mark 6:21–28).53 This outdoor meal 

can rightly be seen therefore as feasting, rather than the time-honoured but more 

utilitarian references to feeding. Chester suggests that the parallels with the story of 

Elisha, Elijah’s successor, telling his servant to feed a company of prophets with 

twenty loaves, might have caused the crowd to see Jesus as the new Elijah, which 

would further indicate that the feeding here is a spiritual sign of the Messianic 

banquet.54 Yamasaki demurs in his discussion of the Matthean version, arguing that 

this story would be insufficiently familiar, but he does still see the passage as 

‘depicting Jesus as Messiah providing a foretaste of the messianic kingdom to these 

hungry thousands’.55 The excess of food, dining posture, and the element of service 
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cause Poon to eulogise this miracle as ‘superabundant table fellowship’.56 This meal 

is an eschatological meal which foreshadows the Messianic banquet for Streett, who 

views it as ‘an enacted parable to demonstrate and teach what the kingdom will be 

like. It will be a time of abundance, healing, and equality for all’.57 Poon sees it as part 

of the joy of God’s provision, and he points to the conjunction of joy and physical 

satiety in the Magnificat, before concluding with a reference to the passage which is 

central to my subsequent argument: ‘On this mountain the LORD of hosts will make 

for all peoples a feast of fat things (Isaiah 25:6f, [RSV])’.58 Smit meanwhile, links 

eschatological meals with ‘utopian nutritional abundance’;59 the satiation of the crowd 

after miraculous feedings is referenced three times in Matthew, which suggests to him 

that Jesus is presented as the righteous king who provides ‘foodstuffs’ for the hungry, 

unlike Herod.60 However, until the kingdom comes when God himself will provide, as 

in the foretold banquet of Isaiah 25:6–8, in the interim, the ‘needs of the poor are to be 

met through hospitality and commensality’ by the followers of Jesus, according to 

Marshall.61 She draws a salutary conclusion on what she terms ‘the justice of the 

banquet’: ‘at the eschaton, all will be judged according to the fundamental mores 

applicable to banqueting, viz. the hospitality/inhospitality dichotomy’.62
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3.1. Feeding the outsider: Jesus and the Syrophoenician woman (Matt. 

15:21–28, Mark 7:25–29)

Positioned after the feeding of the five thousand, the story of Jesus and the 

Syrophoenician woman is discussed here as a precursor to the story of Peter and 

Cornelius in Acts, the subsequent feeding of the four thousand, and for its relation to 

the Messianic banquet. Jesus has secluded himself in a house, so as not to attract 

notice. To the consternation of the disciples, he is sought out by an importunate 

Gentile woman who implores him for mercy using the Messianic ascription, Son of 

David.63 Wilkinson suggests that it is implicit in the Markan narrative that, as a 

presumed polytheist, she has tried other gods and is resorting to the God of Israel; 

Jesus’ fame has already spread to her region (Mark 3:8), and so she appeals to him.64 

Mark locates the woman as Greek (hellenis), which has implications of urbanity,65 

and hailing from  Syro-Phoenicia (7:26),66 whereas Matthew brands her with the 

‘archaic term’ Canaanite (15:22), which ‘reminds the reader of Israel’s long struggle 
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with Canaan’s cultic heritage’, in Schüssler Fiorenza’s opinion.67 Donahue and 

Harrington further suggest that Markan syntax could imply the woman’s social status 

as a ‘lady’.68 Jackson delineates how Matthew structures the story to show her passing 

the first-century rabbinic test of conversion derived from the book of Ruth, of 

threefold rejection, and one-time acceptance.69 Starr’s reading of Ruth enables an 

identification for Gentile hearers, but also allows me to draw out similarities between 

the two women: ‘Ruth acts as a type for the largely Gentile Church traveling to the 

House of Bread, where Boaz, her redeemer and future husband, invites her to dip her 

morsel of bread into the wine (2:14)’.70 For Altmann, by this action Ruth enters into 

community through ritualised commensality, she is no longer an outsider;71 it follows 

therefore, that incorporation into community is not dependent on the occasion or the 

quantity of food, although she does then eat until she is satisfied (Ruth 2:14).72 So, 

this Syrophoenician woman, a Gentile, comes to the house (Mark 7:24) where Jesus 
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is, the self-proclaimed bread of life and living bread (John 6:35, 48, 51), and declares 

that even crumbs will suffice for her need. Thiering also sees a further possible 

allusion to Ruth, the Gentile foremother of Jesus, ‘who picked up the left-overs of 

grain in the harvest-field of the Jew Boaz’.73 Additionally, Ruth’s story covers the 

period between the start of the barley harvest (Ruth 1:22), and the end of the wheat 

harvest (2:23), from the Feast of Unleavened Bread to the Feast of Weeks (which 

would become Pentecost for the Christian church), and so it is proleptic of the future 

mission to the Gentiles.74 Gullotta also draws out the similarities with the story of 

Rahab, the Canaanite sex worker, who sheltered the Israelite spies:

Her proclamation of Jesus as ‘Lord [κύριε]’ and ‘son of David’ (Matt 
15:22) is comparable to Rahab’s acknowledgment of the traditions of 
Israel and confession of faith to the god of Israel (Josh 2:9–11). Other 
parallels include that both women take the initiative and ask for mercy 
on behalf of their families (Josh 2:12–13; cf. Matt 15:22) and that both 
receive what they ask for (Josh 6:22–25; cf. Matt 15:28).75

Moreover, the woman locates Jesus despite his ‘covert entry’ to the house, which 

Wilkinson sees as Mark signalling to his readers that the gospel cannot be concealed 

from the Gentiles.76

 Lyons-Pardue suggests that when Jesus says, ‘ “I was sent only to the lost 

sheep of the house of Israel” ’ (Matt. 15:24), he could be addressing the disciples, and 
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not the woman, and that he is correcting their assumptions about her identity:

the term the disciples utilize in their demand that Jesus “send away” 
(α� πολυ'ω)—an alternate form of the term Jesus uses to describe the 
sheep for which he was sent: “lost” (α� πο' λλυμι)—may imply that the 
readers are to find a connection. Perhaps readers have the space to 
wonder whether the inconvenient woman the disciples wish would “get 
lost” is, in fact, just that: a lost sheep from the house of Israel.77

The woman persists in asking for help and stoops reverently at his feet. Jesus responds 

to her entreaty to heal her daughter by telling her that ‘the children’ (v. 27), that is the 

Jews, the children of Israel, must eat first, and that it is not fair to take their food 

(literally ‘loaf’, v. 27b),78 and throw it outside (balein) to the dogs (Mark 7:27).79 

Rhoads observes that she verbally matches Jesus’ overture by countering that even the 

‘little dogs’ under the table eat the crumbs dropped by ‘the little ones’.80 Matthew 

preserves distance by omitting the children and having the dogs eat the crumbs which 

fall from ‘their masters’ table’ (Matt. 15:27).81 Nevertheless, the woman’s response 

may have been proverbial, as ‘acting like a dog that feeds on the scraps fallen from a 

dinner’, is quoted in Philostratus.82 In response to Rhoads, Wilkinson acknowledges 

Mark’s fondness for diminutive forms, and Perkinson particularises an emergent 

‘ “politics of diminutives” ’ which leads to ‘ “solidarity in littleness” ’.83 This 

patterning of the interchange is suggestive of the woman taking and using verbal 

‘crumbs’ as cues. Indeed, Cutler suggests that Jesus acknowledges the woman as an 

equal sparring-partner in a philosophic exchange.84 It is evident that she does not need 
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to ask Jesus to explain (unlike the repeated incomprehension of the disciples in 

response to the parabolic).

3.2. Discrimination or agency?

Tellingly, alongside positioning Jesus as an ambivalent figure, commentators 

also indulge in canine word play which reduces the woman to a stereotypic cipher.85 

Ringe identifies the imputation of exclusionary ethnocentrism as serving Christian 

anti-Judaism, but remains ‘perplexed’ by the passage, and argues for the necessity of a 

diversity of readers, having revised her own earlier opinion.86 Being mindful that 

Dube adjudges even Schüssler Fiorenza’s feminist rereading as insufficiently 

suspicious of a ‘kyriarchal ideology of subordination’, so that ‘the reading becomes a 

debate between white Western Christian women and white Western Christian men 

seeking to share in the power of dominating the whole world’,87 I am aware that to 

insert myself in this debate is problematic.88 Given that Dube announces that ‘white 

Western women of the One-Third World are today implicated in the oppression of 

Two-Thirds World women’,89 I should make it clear that my interpretation is intended 
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to restore agency to this particular woman, not deprive other women of their 

autonomy. But even if we allow that the woman’s obeisance is involuntary,90 her 

unwilling compliance places her on a mental and bodily par with her daughter who is 

colonised by a demon. I argue therefore, that if her daughter’s oppression is not in the 

picture, her motherhood becomes incidental to her gender and ethnicity, and her 

words are used to make her a mouthpiece for the subaltern, rather than a successful 

advocate who is instrumental in her daughter’s deliverance. This encounter on the far 

side of the lake occurs in the context of Jesus having told the Pharisees and scribes 

who travelled from Jerusalem that defilement comes from within, not without (Mark 

7:1–23). Both dogs and pigs are unclean for Jews, and Jesus had earlier enjoined 

Jewish hearers: ‘ “Do not give what is holy to dogs; and do not throw your pearls 

before swine, or they will trample them under foot and turn and maul you” ’ (Matt. 

7:6). Pigs are notoriously indiscriminate in their eating habits, and will not perceive 

what is of value. Jesus could be seen as employing a similar figure of speech which 

takes the woman’s cultural background into account: he noticeably does not mention 

holiness, and so does not foreground her pollution, unlike Vasko who judges her to be 

‘triply polluted’.91 The woman kneels to worship him (prosekynei autō)92 (Matt. 

15:25), an acknowledgement of holiness which thus annuls her dog-likeness, and she 

sees through Jesus’ words with her mind and heart, to discern Jesus himself as the 

bread of life for her child (Matt. 15:25; cf. John 6:35, 48, 51). Her metaphorical 

moderation of appetite in soliciting only crumbs, and her verbal restraint also stand 

against any imputation of imperceptive, greedy, or revengeful swinishness.

Arguably, Jesus recognises her reply not merely as a riposte, but as the prompt 

to extend his calling from the lost sheep of Israel to Gentiles. Lyons-Pardue suggests 

similarities with the widow of Zarephath, another Canaanite woman without a male 

protector may have caused Jesus to look on her favourably.93 If Lyons-Pardue’s 
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comparison is followed through and developed, it should be recalled that Jesus 

mentions the widow, Elijah, and the famine in the land, in the synagogue at the start 

of his ministry (Luke 4:25–26),which counterpoints this woman’s request for crumbs. 

It should also be remembered that after sending the disciples ahead, Jesus has spent 

the previous night in prayer to his Father, before walking on the water of the lake 

which bounded Jewish territory to rejoin them. Liu speculates that Jesus chose to 

venture to Tyre to reinforce the point that the feasting of ‘all peoples’ at the banquet 

of the Messiah in Isaiah 25 could still include Tyre, and hence all Gentiles, despite the 

preceding judgement of the city of Tyre in Isaiah 23.94 This is a retrospective 

interpretation, as it is arguable that Jesus only realises the extension of his calling 

during this encounter with the unnamed mother, but his nocturnal prayerfulness could 

have played a part in this realisation. Jesus declared of his mission: ‘ “for I have come 

down from heaven, not to do my own will, but the will of him who sent me” ’ (John 

6:38). This would mean that he hears divine truth in what the woman says; deSilva 

couches Jesus’ response in terms of the extension of patronage, and graciously not 

limiting or restricting favour.95 

Nevertheless, priority in eating causes Miller to recall Exodus 23:11 where the 

poor receive the surplus of the crops, the vineyard, and the olive grove, before the 

wild animals, and so actively throwing food to the dogs ‘has connotations of 

wastefulness’.96 On this understanding, there is a necessary sequence of provision and 

consumption, although Cadwallader prefers ‘hierarchy of feeding’.97 The woman asks 

firstly for mercy for herself, then healing for her daughter, but Jesus interprets her 

request in terms of Jews and Gentiles sharing a meal.98 And yet, it is the woman who 

domesticates and civilises the exchange by introducing a table. Jesus has to instruct 
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the lawyers and Pharisees not to take the place of honour at banquets (Luke 14:7–8), 

whereas the woman is satisfied with crumbs and, in the opinion of some interpreters, 

degradation and humiliation.99 She argues for a narrowing of the space between the 

children and the opportunistic dogs. Archaeological discovery of a large dog cemetery 

in Ashkelon, which found more than a thousand dogs buried on their sides with ‘their 

tails arranged to curl toward the feet’, testifies to the links between this woman’s 

people and semi-feral canines.100

Cadwallader discourses on ‘the dissonance of beast and logos in the same 

person’, and declares: ‘Animals are the antithesis of logos’,101 and yet Jesus himself is 

proclaimed the Lamb of God by John the Baptist in John 1:29. Pokorný extends the 

animal analogy, having analysed the semantic centrality of the ‘little pagan girl’ as 

‘the absent and passive actant who still caused all the actions and statements’, and 

how she becomes part of the Lord’s household, ‘where the unclean spirits are 

powerless’.102 He concludes: ‘This is the good news of this story: the puppy became a 

child’.103 Cadwallader makes a sustained attempt to redress the naturalisation of the 

child’s invisibility, which, paradoxically, occurs even within feminist scholarship.104 

He disputes the standard translation of ‘lying’ or ‘thrown’ onto the bed, and plausibly 

proposes reclining on a dining couch; he has the child placing herself ‘at the table’.105 

Given also that Jesus says that the demon has gone from her daughter before the 
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mother ‘departed for her house’106 (Mark 7:30), I add that for her be found still lying 

down does not accord with the chronology, or the fact that, according to Rhoads, it 

was only a ‘little demon’.107 Furthermore, it should be recalled that after the earlier 

healing of Jairus’ daughter, Jesus had told the parents to give her something to eat 

(Mark 5:43; Luke 8:55). On this occasion, the mother herself achieves the deliverance 

through her logos, at least in Mark’s telling (7:29).108 Thus, in being at table and 

expecting her own food, I contend that this child is indisputably her mother’s 

daughter, as she lays claim to her own materiality, in the face of Cadwallader’s initial 

claims of her textual spectrality.

The centurion in Capernaum (Luke 7:1–10) had his brokers and advocates, 

whereas the solitary woman is labelled by the disciples because of her importunity; 

nevertheless, the centurion’s faith that Jesus can heal at a distance is implicitly 

matched by the woman (Matt. 15:28). Furthermore, the space-time compression of 

Jesus’ declaration that her daughter is healed mirrors the closeness the woman 

conjures up between the children and the dogs. For Jews, dogs were unclean, outdoor 

scavengers, whereas for the woman they are accorded respect in death, so it might be 

expected that they are valued in life, whether as protectors or totems. With Jesus’ 

spatial dismissal of the representative woman to her home, her people are no longer 

outsiders, but are perceived to be recipients of the kingdom alongside the house of 

Israel. Earlier, Jesus had declared that when he cast out demons, the kingdom of God 

(basileia) had come upon those present (Matt. 12:28); the daughter is delivered from 

an unclean spirit, and so basileia breaks in. Subsequently, Gentile crowds will be 

healed, will praise the ‘God of Israel’, and will eat and be satisfied at the feeding of 

the four thousand (Matt. 15:31–38). Jesus will then, before his death, tell his disciples 

that, before the end comes, ‘ “the good news must first be proclaimed to all nations” ’ 
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(Mark 13:10), which recalls the inclusive shift precipitated by the desperation, 

persistence, and ready rejoinder of this nameless mother.

4. Feasting all people: Feasts, suppers, and banquets

As will be examined subsequently, Isaiah 25:6–10a is frequently alluded to by 

those who are advocates for the practice of hospitality, or who theorise social or moral 

redress through ethical action. For interpreters of the New Testament, it is implicated 

with the concept of the Messianic banquet, but I intend to restrict consideration of the 

Isaiah text to supreme or salvific hospitality, rather than considering dating, or 

measuring apocalyptic tendencies. Subsequent invocation of this banquet is more 

important for my thesis than determining mythological or historical precedents, or the 

type of meal.109 Priest reserves the appellation Messianic banquet for meals explicitly 

hosted by the Messiah, and eschatological banquet for other meals in the future age 

(but uses the former for convenience).110 Shipp makes the point that the Messiah is 

not mentioned, but that Mount Zion, the mountain of the house of the Lord, was the 

city of the Davidic king.111 He draws parallels with Jeremiah 31:10–14 which 

similarly mentions feasting, and the covenant with David and Zion.112 Hagelia offers 

the intriguing suggestion that there is a relation in the Hebrew between ‘the veil that is 

spread’ (v. 7b), and the ‘outpouring’ of a drink-offering or libation, to give substance 

to his classification of this banquet as a covenant meal.113 Pedersen argues for a 
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connection between ‘covenant’ (berīth) and the verb ‘to eat’ (bārā).114 Accordingly, I 

will discuss the feast of Isaiah 25 as the consummation of foregoing covenantal meals. 

Moreover, Abernethy uses cultural anthropologist David Sutton’s concept of 

‘prospective memory’ in relation to eating, to suggest that anticipation of this 

eschatological feast enables a summoning of hope for the day when the oppressed 

Israelites will be saved ‘insiders’.115

4.1. Feasting outsiders: The parable of the great feast and the 

Messianic banquet

In this section I will look at how the parable of the great feast anticipates the 

messianic banquet, and how the Last Supper is overlaid with references to that end-

time gathering. In the Lukan introduction to the parable of the great feast (Luke 

14:15–24; also Matt. 22:1–10), one of Jesus’ table-companions declares that those 

who will ‘eat bread’ in the kingdom of God are ‘blessed’ (v. 15); Balch simply 

parallels this with the request for bread in the Lord’s Prayer.116 Jesus’ table fellowship 

with tax collectors and sinners may be ‘regarded as an enacted parable whose meaning 

is captured in the parable of the great banquet’, in the opinion of Bryan.117 Wilson 

agrees, and draws attention to the recurrent metaphorical connection in Matthew 

between healing and eating: ‘There is little doubt that Jesus intended his association 

with such “sick” people (Matt. 9:12) to be interpreted as a symbolic act, one that 

prophetically anticipated the inclusivity of the coming messianic banquet and the 

healing it would bring’.118 The shift from storytelling to the personal, when Jesus 

addresses his audience, and asserts that none of fictional invitees who claimed 

compelling reasons to refuse will ‘taste of my banquet’ (Luke 14:24), suggests a 
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reference to the Messianic feast to Priest.119 Moreover, Jesus has already explicitly 

prophesied exclusion from the eschatological banquet for those religious leaders who 

think they have priority:

There will be weeping and gnashing of teeth when you see Abraham 
and Isaac and Jacob and all the prophets in the kingdom of God, and 
you yourselves thrown out. Then people will come from east and west, 
from north and south, and will eat in the kingdom of God (Luke 13:28–
29; also Matt. 8:11–12).120

MacDonald suggests throughout Chapter 7 of his book on ‘the uses of food in the Old 

Testament’, that the table is the locus for divine judgement and vindication in the 

Hebrew scriptures.121 In Koenig’s memorable, if odd image, the ‘kingdom of God is 

like a movable feast, a roving banquet hall that seeks the people of Israel as guests and 

hosts’.122 Having identified a semantic connection between being called as a disciple, 

and being summoned, or invited to a feast, Smit approaches the meal praxis of the 

Matthean community as a partial and proleptic enactment of eschatological 

judgement, ‘in the sense that the (non-)acceptance of the invitations (or call to) the 

earthly meal is to a certain extent a microcosmic and proleptic representation – not 

unlike the calling of the Twelve – of the grand dynamic of the heavenly banquet’.123 

Marshall concurs, considering that the ‘thrust of the parable’ of rejected invitations, 

and extension of the guest-list, is consistent with the universality of Isaiah 25:6–8: 

‘ultimately all will have received an invitation to the banquet’.124

Luke records the promise to the disciples at the Last Supper that they will eat 

and drink at Jesus’ table in the kingdom (Luke 22:30), and O’Gorman links the 

Passover and the Last Supper with the future eschatological feast:

 110 

  

———————————
119 

Priest, “A Note on the Messianic Banquet,” 231, emphasis in original.

120 

Pitre observes that a gathering assembling from ‘east to west’ is used ‘repeatedly in the Old 

Testament and ancient Jewish literature to refer to the eschatological restoration of Israel’; the Gentile 

nations coming in pilgrimage from ‘north and south’ is referenced in Isaiah 43:5–9, and Zechariah 8:7–

8, 20–23 (Brant Pitre, “Jesus, the Messianic Banquet, and the Kingdom of God,” in Liturgy and 

Empire: Faith in Exile and Political Theology, ed. Scott Hahn, Letter & Spirit, vol. 5 (Steubenville, 

OH: Emmaus Road Publishing, 2009), 134–35, emphasis in original).

121 

MacDonald, Not by Bread Alone, 167–96.

122 

Koenig, New Testament Hospitality, 43.

123 

Peter-Ben Smit, “The Invitation to the Eschatological Banquet and the Call to Follow Christ – a 

Note on Mt. 22:14,” Revue Biblique 120, no. 1 (January 2013): 82–84, here at 83. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/44092186.

124 

Mary Jeanette Marshall, “Jesus and the Banquets,” 425, emphasis in original.



Jesus associated his body with the bread of affliction, which was 
offered to all who were hungry and needy, and he associated his blood 
with the third cup of wine, the cup of redemption. Moreover, by halting 
the meal, before the traditional fourth cup, Jesus anticipates his role as 
eschatological host, when he will drink again at the messianic banquet, 
celebrating the consummation of the kingdom of God.125

Pitre sees Jesus as inaugurating an eschatological feast, but makes the further claim 

that Jesus’ reference to himself as the Son of Man is a messianic reference, which 

perforce, makes the Last Supper a messianic meal; the disciples participate in the 

Kingdom as a heavenly reality ‘by means of the sacrificial messianic banquet’.126 

Wilson brings the Last Supper into discussion of ‘old and new’, and draws a 

comparison between the rending of the veil of the temple at Jesus’ death, and the 

ripping away of the patch from the proverbial garment, as the overturning of the old 

order (Matt. 27:51; Matt. 9:16).127 He points out the lexical similarities between the 

Matthean bridegroom who is ‘taken away’ (like Jesus), and the ‘tearing away’ of the 

fabric, and is led to conclude that ‘the eschatological power he [Jesus] embodies [is] 

in essence tearing the world apart’.128 Conversely, ‘when new wine is put into fresh 

(kanous) wineskins, both are “preserved” (9:17)’.129 Wilson interprets this as an 

‘anticipation of Jesus’ promise to the disciples at the Last Supper that he will drink 

the fruit of the vine “afresh” (kainon) with them in his Father’s kingdom (26:29), 

another reference to the messianic banquet’.130 Long sees both metaphors, of the need 

for fresh wedding garments, and sufficient wine to celebrate, as reinforcing the 

wedding theme.131 Jesus entreats the disciples to abide in him, the True Vine, and bear 

much fruit (John 15: 1, 4, 7–8), and so the wine can also be understood as the works 
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of kingdom.132

4.2. Weddings, marriage, and the Messianic banquet

I will now draw out associations between weddings, marriage and the 

Messianic banquet, and their relation to bountiful provision. John the Baptist’s 

declaration of unworthiness to untie Jesus’ sandal, in the singular (John 1:27), 

references the provisions of levirate marriage, as enacted in the story of Ruth (Ruth 

4:6–8). John is the historical forerunner, but he cannot infringe the rights of Jesus, the 

bridegroom of the coming age.133 In Revelation, the invitation to the Lukan banquet of 

the kingdom ‘undergoes a dizzying intensification’ to become an invitation to the 

Lamb’s wedding feast.134 Huber points out the linguistic similarity between revelatory 

‘unveiling’ (α� ποκα' λυψις), and the lifting of the veil of a Roman bride 

(α� νακα' λυψις).135 For Asumang, the wine at the wedding at Cana is one of the signs of 

the inauguration of the Messianic banquet.136 He contrasts the continuous present 

tense of the injunction, in Ephesians, to ‘keep being filled with the Spirit’ (Eph. 5:18) 

with the never-failing new wine of the Messianic banquet which ‘drips from the 

mountains’ (Joel 3:18).137 Asumang suggests that the Messianic banquet is implicit 

within Paul’s thought in Ephesians, and having included an earthly bridal feast in his 

exposition, he concludes with the repeated meals which prefigure the final 

celebration: ‘In continually being filled with God’s Spirit, believers and the church 

alike are enacting the Messianic banquet, and so hastening the Lord’s return to 

consummate His marriage with the church’.138 Wright writes: ‘[Jesus] spoke of 
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himself as the bridegroom. His kingdom-banquets were foretastes of the messianic 

banquet, but also of the great feast that YHWH and Israel would celebrate together 

once more, following the new wilderness wooing’.139 In his thesis, Long concurs with 

the marital theme: ‘Jesus claims that his ministry was an ongoing wedding celebration 

signaling the end of the Exile and the restoration of Israel to her position as the Lord’s 

beloved wife’.140

Having referenced the covenantal meal of the elders in Exodus 24, Doyle 

argues that the metaphor of wedding as covenant is operating within the Isaiah 25:6–8 

text.141 He suggests that there is a word-play between bl‘, ‘to swallow’, and b‘l, ‘to 

marry’, or ‘be lord over’; it might be expected that death would consume humanity, 

but YHWH has swallowed death, and thus restored the marital relationship with 

Zion.142 His husbandly care is shown in the provision of the banquet on ‘this 

mountain’ of their marital home, and in how he ‘consoles’ and ‘dignifies’ his people 

(tears and shame are associated with widowhood).143 In his study on ritual behaviour 

in the Hebrew scriptures, Anderson found that public ritual actions, such as joyful 

anointing with oil, and putting on fresh garments, precipitated ‘emotional 

transformation’.144 As a consequence, I argue that the divine removal of ‘the veil of 
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death, that tegument which has become a kind of second skin’,145 could legitimately 

be seen as a ritual re-clothing in wedding garments.146

4.3. Isaiah 25 and visio Dei

Having said during the course of the Last Supper, that he ‘will not drink of the 

fruit of the vine until the kingdom of God comes’ (Luke 22:18), Jesus then declares 

the Passover cup of wine the ‘new covenant’ in his blood (Luke 22:20). In arguing for 

the Last Supper as a messianic banquet, Pitre sees Jesus’ action as a conscious 

allusion to Moses in Exodus 24, and thus ‘the liturgical prelude to a heavenly 

banquet’.147 Pitre writes in conclusion:

Just as it was the blood of the covenant that enabled Moses and the 
elders of Israel to partake of the heavenly banquet atop Mount Sinai, so 
now it is the new blood of the covenant–offered in the liturgy of the 
Last Supper–that enables the disciples to partake of the banquet of the 
Kingdom of God present now in heaven and revealed in the last 
days.148

In order to develop this theme, I now intend to consider the association between 

particular covenantal and commemorative meals and visio Dei. Nakamura establishes 

a coherent thesis which compares that same theophanic covenant meal of Moses, 

Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, and the accompanying representative seventy elders149 (Exod. 

24:9–11) who see God’s glory (kābôd) and live (because God withholds his 

metonymic hand),150 with the totality of all people (Isa. 25:7),151 who can both see 

God and live under his hand of blessing,152 because the obscuring veil and death itself 

has been consumed. Pitre claims that the feast of Isaiah 25 is an international 

‘liturgical banquet’ because ‘fat things’ and ‘wine on the lees’ are sacrificial offerings 

of fat and drink offerings for the Temple cult (Deut. 32:37–38), and yet this feast is 
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for ‘all peoples’.153 In my opinion, his view should be supplemented with the 

instruction to the Israelites in Leviticus: ‘All fat is the LORD’S’. It shall be a perpetual 

statute throughout your generations, in all your settlements: you must not eat any fat 

or any blood’ (Lev. 3:16b-17). The guests at this meal on a mountain are no longer 

subject to the passage of time and death, or cultural enclosure, and nationality is 

transcended.

Nakamura makes the pertinent observation that Isaiah 25:6–10a are the only 

verses in the Hebrew scriptures where an anthropomorphised YHWH consumes by 

eating in the course of a meal.154 She argues persuasively that the swallowed veil and 

covering belong to tabernacle-temple observance: ‘A communio is thus established 

between YHWH and worshipers by YHWH’s direct participation in the meal; 

YHWH’s portion being those things that have previously prevented communio and 

caused death’.155 From the opposite historical perspective, Pattison in his study Saving 

Face, associates the rending of the veil of the Temple at the moment of Jesus’ death 

with the collective uncovering in Isaiah 25; heaven is opened, and it is possible to 

share mutual face-to-face fellowship with God.156 He unites the visio Dei with a 

sociological understanding of how the followers of Jesus became a community 

through ‘enfacement’, speculating of the communities known to Paul that,

in this community, if they discerned aright, when they met to celebrate 
the messianic feast, like Paul, they could see the face of Christ, the 
kabhod shining in their midst and lighting up the faces of those around 
them, fellow-bearers of the image of God. This seeing and 
experiencing made their citizenship of the Kingdom of God a reality.157

The Isaian mountain banquet, and New Testament and early Christian eucharistic 

celebrations as ‘proleptic participation’ in the ‘messianic/eschatological banquet’ (in 
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Priest’s terms),158 can usefully be compared with the near-sufficiency of the 

multisensory rites performed inside the Tabernacle to encompass all human need:

The incense provides for the sense of smell, the lamps for the sense of 
sight, while the loaves of bread are a symbol of the need for food. The 
bells attract the sense of hearing, the stones on the ephod and the 
breastpiece awaken the ‘sense’ of memory, and the diadem on the high 
priest’s forehead evokes the ‘sense’ of grace (for even these last two 
qualities could be conceived by the ancients, as manifestations of 
spiritual or ‘sensorial’ activity.159

For Pattison, Jesus’ death achieved the restoration of the Edenic vision of the face of 

God, which was experienced in timeless banquets that fulfilled and transcended 

earlier observance:

In his lifetime he created a new, purified Temple, the reign or Kingdom 
of God. This was manifest in a body of people who experienced the 
vanquishing of demons, participation in messianic feasts and the 
presence of the glory of God in Jesus’ own face as Son of God.160

In the present, Ford considers how the time and space afforded by the relaxation of 

feasting can by used to expand sensory apprehension: ‘Are there also possibilities of 

transformed sensing which see with “the eyes of the heart”, hear with “the inner ear”, 

smell “the odour of holiness”, savour “the sweetness of the Lord” or feel “the touch of 

the Spirit”?’161

Pattison’s understanding of Jesus’ ministry as redistributing honour, thus 

enabling the shamed to gain face, attempts to reconstruct the experience of being 

without shame and ‘enfaced’ in a dyadic society. At Pentecost Peter urged his hearers: 

‘Repent . . . and turn to God so that your sins may be wiped out, so that times of 

refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord’ (Acts 3:19–20a). Koenig thinks it 

probable that ‘these times of refreshing are thought to be available in the banquetlike 

gatherings of the church’,162 which accords with Pattison. This first-century ingestion 

 116 

  

———————————
158 

Priest, “A Note on the Messianic Banquet,” 237–38.

159 

Menahem Haran, Temples and Temple Service in Ancient Israel: An Inquiry Into Biblical Cult 

Phenomena and the Historical Setting of the Priestly School, rev. ed., reprint, 1985 (Winona Lake, IN: 

Eisenbrauns, 1995), 216.

160 

Pattison, Saving Face, 102.

161 

David F. Ford, Self and Salvation: Being Transformed, Cambridge Studies in Christian Doctrine 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 267.

162 

Koenig, New Testament Hospitality, 116.



of the corporate meal internalised the ‘values and vision’ of another world;163 

re-cognition, joy, and hospitality are implicit within Pattison’s evocation of the 

koinōnia of these early believers, despite intervening centuries and cultural 

differences. Isherwood retrospectively concurs with the potential for affectivity and 

counter-cultural transformation at the meal table:

[The Eucharistic table] has become rather sterile with its metaphysical 
overlay, but was once a radical space of sensuous engagement and 
commitment. It was here that the exchange model of a patriarchal 
society was challenged by sharing bread and wine and declaring that 
the fullness of divine/human incarnation was enfleshed through radical 
praxis – eating together!164

4.4. Death at the feast

Abernethy expresses surprise at interpretive neglect of eating in the book of 

Isaiah, and goes on to identify recurrent structural themes which circulate around food 

and drink.165 Those that apply to Isaiah 25:6–8 include divine sovereignty, which is 

bound up with the destiny of Zion and geo-political peace; kingly provision of food 

and drink for the obedient; and joy for the faithful.166 Cho and Fu suggest that the 

cultural paradigm of ravenous death would cause a mishearing,167 mirroring the fear 

of the feasters at the presence of death, which is overcome by the relief of deliverance 

(and realisation by the reader, and their audience).168 The prepared food awaits, but 

the participants have been accompanied by death, the devourer, the uninvited guest.169 

For the ancient Israelites, death was not merely the ending of life, but a diminishing of 

the fullness of individual and corporate life, and an interference with human or divine 
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relationships: ‘ “any weakness in life is a form of death” ’.170 Hays also conceives of 

death as historical military oppression: ‘Foreign domination of Judah has been like a 

living death for so many years, but now Yahweh has turned the tables on Death, the 

mighty mythological swallower, and has Himself swallowed up Death’.171 Prosaically, 

Hays sees Isaiah 24–27 as typical ‘royal propaganda’ from the ancient Near East, 

which ‘describes and constructs a hoped-for reality’ of the restoration of prosperity 

and order, and aims to create ‘fictive kinship through political ritual’.172 MacDonald 

reflects on how such ‘table ideology’, the royal table as microcosm, a table for the 

world, is taken up in Isaiah 25:6–8 where YHWH’s bountiful reign negates human 

kingship.173 If, as Cho and Fu also point out, greed and violence were associated with 

personified death,174 it might reasonably be expected that plenty and peace would then 

ensue, as death is destroyed. For Hosch, this swallowing up of death, and ‘the end of 

tears caused by guilt, grief, and calamity and the end of the reproach heaped upon 

YHWH’s people represent cumulatively the celebratory substance of the feast’.175 

Maier concurs that the removal of shame is the high point of the banquet, and this is 

signalled by a ‘striking’ syntactical inversion.176 Moreover, the removal of Judah’s 

reproach signifies the ending of exile, and the inauguration of the new age, for 

Johnson.177
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In Isaiah 24, unproductive vines, the consequent lack of new wine, and the 

social effects of scarcity are used as a metaphor for the results of universal divine 

judgement, whereas in the following chapter, matured wine is provided to all.178 With 

the destruction of death, none are hindered by the end of mortal existence because all 

peoples and nations live, and eat. The rich food and aged wine eaten by all people in 

verse 6, are contrasted with Yahweh’s consumption of the coverings, and swallowing 

of death in verses 7–8;179 ‘the rich fare and wines are more than food; they are 

symbols of life’.180 Williamson discerns the relationship between ‘sound and sense’ 

through the use of assonance, possible vocal consonance, and unusual word forms for 

‘alliterative effect’ in verses 6 and 7.181 Citing Wheelock, Watson highlights the 

‘enargeic function’ of alliteration ‘to focus the reader’s attention, vividly and 

suddenly on the physical details of an object, a person or an event’;182 here, the menu 

of the banquet becomes more immediate. Barker suggests that the rare word forms 

used to sustain alliteration parallel the rarity of food and wine of such quality.183 Rich 

foods (שְׁמָנִים, šĕmānîm) served with oil are counterposed with wine aged on the lees 

ירם) ִ יחם) these oily foods are also seasoned with marrow ;(šĕmārîm) ,שְׁמָ  ,מְמֻ

mĕmuh.āyīm), and the wine is filtered (יִקם ֻזקָּ  mĕzuqqāqîm) to remove the ,מְ

sediment.184 The alliterative and rhyming nature of these patterned couplets serve to 

emphasise and redouble the sensory richness of the savoury repast, and the flavour of 

the filtered wine, in the view of Cho and Fu.185 Altmann’s rendering of the main 

ingredients intensifies the lubricious pleasure (in the non-sexual sense) of eating: 

‘mištēh šěmānîm: literally “a feast of fat” and mištēh měmuh.îm: a feast of sucked 
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marrow’.186 Following Wildberger, Maier looks more to preparation with oil, and 

proposes food ‘baked in vegetable fat, fried vegetables or pastries’.187 He even sees 

grounds for the Septuagintal reading of cosmetic anointing, which thus eliminates 

food from the equation, and leads him to challenge the choice of ‘marrow’, but this is 

a minority position.188 Long points out that the word for the filtering of the wine is 

usually used for the refining of gold or silver, with the implication that such 

painstaking purification is needed to make it fit for the Lord’s banquet.189 He adduces 

Hagelia on the reiterated superlative quality of the banquet to vitiate any claim of a 

doom-laden dinner of judgement.190

If Maier’s speculation is discounted, then the banquet stands as an inversion of 

ancient Near Eastern and royal norms, where the choicest and fattiest cuts were 

reserved for the king.191 Here the king provides the best to everyone; the meat of the 

slaughtered animals is tender and marbled with fat.192 The wine has fermented on its 

lees, but is clarified by straining the sediment, so that the bitter dregs (a sign of 

judgement) are removed.193 Barker interprets this as ‘the establishment of a new 

cosmic order: no longer are both the blessing and the curse a choice for Israel (e.g 

Deut. 11:26; Josh. 8:34)’;194 life replaces death and judgement. Thus, the banquet is 

‘looking forward to an eschatological restoration rather than an apocalyptic 

judgement’.195 The removal of the death-shroud over the nations, leads Oswalt to a 

similar conclusion: ‘As with Israel, so with the nations; God’s purpose in judgment is 
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not extermination, but restoration’.196 Life becomes available to all, not just Israel 

(with the preacherly proviso that future hope is always earthed by present realities, 

and the need for right choices).197 Johnson notes:

The catholicity of ‘all peoples’, ‘all nations’, ‘all faces’, and ‘all the 
earth’, is interchanged with the particular notions of ‘this mountain’, 
‘his people’, and ‘our God’. The effect is such that it suggests that 
Yahweh’s actions on behalf of his particular people will result in 
universal salvation.198

Fittingly, this meal as the blessing of all nations is a fulfilment of the promise to 

hospitable Abraham (Gen. 12:1–3; 18:18–19).

Unlike the restricted guest-list of Mount Sinai, or the custom of the ancient 

Near East of showing particular favour, divine provision and favour is universal in 

Isaiah 25:6–8, according to Barker.199 Such divine providence connotes blessing, 

which extends beyond cultic sacrificial communion, or restoration of fertility, to ‘a 

higher level of sustenance’, and an eschatological hope, in Steiner’s opinion.200 For 

Polaski, this polysemous celebration is the culmination of history and sociality: ‘The 

meal on Zion, the banquet of YHWH which is an imperial fete, a coronation ritual, a 

covenant meal and a sacrifice, is the future of all YHWH’s people, indeed all the 

peoples on the earth’.201 Steiner’s concurrence is more affective: ‘the banquet of all 

nations demonstrates that vitality and communion with the victorious God will be 

available to all in the eschaton’.202 As Steiner points out, ‘the gathering of the nations 

(v. 9), God as shelter (v. 15), the satisfaction of the hungry (v. 16), and the wiping of 

tears from eyes (v. 17)’ recur in Revelation (7:9–17).203 Sweeney derives ûmāh.â (‘and 
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he shall wipe’) in verse 8 and mĕmuh.āyîm (smeared) in verse 6 from the same root,204 

which leads Polaski to suggest the possible presence of a pun where the provision of 

food at the banquet of ‘smeared’ fat is ‘intimately linked to YHWH’s healing 

activity’.205

There is a projection of consumption as ‘the image of the table is transported 

into the eschatological future’ in Isaiah 25.206 Hiers re-renders Jesus’ prophecy about 

the unfruitful fig tree, and compares it with his vow about refraining from drinking 

wine until the kingdom comes.207 He then invites recall that ‘in the OT the vine and 

fig tree together represent the blessings of life in the messianic age’: continuous fruit-

bearing and harvest.208 Creativity and technology are inherent within the creation 

mandate for Chester, and so he finds the promise of their redemption in the 

continuance of ‘cooking, brewing [surely vinification] and fermenting’209 in Isaiah 25; 

increased natural fertility and abundance undergoes culinary transformation into the 

delectable and palatable.

5. Festal freedom, healthy eating, and healing meals

In answer to his own question, ‘What are the Christian community’s meals 

for?’, Chester makes a bold teleological assertion in the concluding words of his book, 

A Meal with Jesus:

God created the world that we might eat with him. The food we 
consume, the table around which we sit and the companions gathered 
with us have as their end our communion with one another and with 
God. The Israelites were redeemed to eat together with God on the 
mountain, and we’re redeemed for the great messianic banquet that we 
anticipate when we eat together as a Christian community. We 
proclaim Christ in mission so that others might hear the invitation to 
join the feast.
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 Creation, redemption and mission all exist so that this meal can 
take place.210

Bretherton, in Hospitality as Holiness, similarly looks toward the eschatological 

banquet, but envisions an earthly foretaste of innovative, anarchic social 

transformation:

To be drawn into the messianic feast, anticipated now in the feastings 
of the church, every area of life and every person must be transfigured. 
However, no new totality is created. There can be no overview or 
single principle that orders the feast. The myriad of conversations, 
encounters and exchanges, which in turn generate surplus to be 
exchanged, cannot be contained or directed. Neither is there a single 
pattern to conform to: each person has a gift, and each exchange takes 
place between distinct and unique persons whose particularity is 
established and enhanced through these exchanges. Thus, feasts and 
festivals are ways to anticipate and respond to the in-breaking 
messianic age that initiates true freedom and generates transfigured 
patterns of human sociality.211

Here the communal meals of those early Christian communities who ‘turned the world 

upside down’ (Acts 17:6) by disrupting the social order are re-imagined, not as 

Pattison’s sensory re-cognition, but as social reconfiguration. Bacon is explicit about 

eating as a ‘transformative praxis’: ‘we literally become what we eat – we become the 

body of Christ, the restored, redeemed community of God through the act of 

eating’.212 In her opinion, ‘the Eucharist communicates . . . that food in itself is a 

source of life, and life in abundance, because it expands our relationships with one 

another and expands our relationship with God. It leads to “fullness” ’.213 She then 

contrasts this social and spiritual extensity with the bodily regulation of dieting and 

diminishment.214 
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Having considered the place of mystic and missional communal eating, I shall 

now look at how dynamics of abnormal consumption, abuse, or exclusion, can be 

healed through bodily reconfiguration which draws on the Eucharist as a foretaste of 

the abundant welcome of the heavenly banquet. Jackson proposes viewing eating 

disorders as a ‘false covenant’ with the disease, in which the goodness of creation 

needs to be re-learned through contemplation on the Trinity.215 Hence, partaking in 

the ‘anorexic portions’ of the eucharist becomes ‘a prophetic resistance to excluding 

oneself from participating in life’:

The economic Trinity is experienced at the meal collectively as 
participants gather as Christ’s body across time and space, as one body. 
It is a practice geared toward healing the broken body of Jesus.216

Feminist, liberation and body theologian Lisa Isherwood links bodily disconnection 

and the search for meaning through disordered eating, as being ‘adrift from our “guts” 

[which is where the gospels tell us the true Christian life happens, metanoia the word 

for conversion meaning a turning over of one’s guts]’.217 She has conflated repentant 

metanoia (literally change of mind) with compassion,218 but her error may be nearer 

the truth than definitional exactitude. Peter Levine, in his scientific and clinical 

findings on trauma and dissociation, discovered that connection with the gut through 

vocalisation enabled the discharge of emotion frozen in the body; the individual was 

then freer to initiate social contact because they were no longer trapped in self-

preservation mode.219 His repeated observation and documentation of this transition 
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permits an interesting juxtaposition of Pattison, ecstatic speech, and Glancy’s 

contention about the prevalence of the sexual abuse of female household slaves,220 to 

allow consideration of the therapeutic potential of divine and human encounter in the 

fellowship meals of the early Church.

As discussed in Chapter 1, Smith sees these meals as the place of Christian 

formation,221 and so, of course, there is potential today to explore meals as a 

socialisation into practices of belief, and as healing encounters, one with another. 

Navone envisages a sacramental community centred around ‘God’s Wisdom-Word, 

Jesus Christ’, where ‘the Eucharist is the sacrament of the messianic banquet of the 

universal reign of God’.222 Also in the present, Isherwood calls for an holistic, 

sensuous praxis:

As followers of Jesus we are ‘sensuous revolutionaries’ living our 
deepest passions and connections in order that our free and full 
embodiment may sing of abundant incarnation. It is the sensuous 
revolutionary Christ who calls to us and is in a true sense himself a 
sensuous hedonist empowering revolution through the skin and 
enabling abundant embodied living that is the counter to the worst 
excesses of our genocidal and disconnected world.223

Tuohy likewise identifies how hospitality is spiritualised and divorced from everyday 

meals: the ‘common tendency to move analysis and discussion concerning food and 

hospitality to the Eucharist embeds and reinforces . . . clergy-centric practice’.224 It is 

not essential to my thesis to consider sacramental figurations of the simple meal and 

model of service initiated by Jesus, but Zizioulas writes incisively on the nullity of an 

exclusive eucharist:

A eucharist which discriminates between races, ages, professions, 
social classes etc. violates not certain ethical principles but its 
eschatological nature. For that reason such a eucharist is not a ‘bad’—
i.e. morally deficient—eucharist but no eucharist at all.225

 Similarly, in disavowing liberalism, and advancing their reclamation of inclusive 
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theology and an inclusive God, for an inclusive church, Anglican clerics Steven 

Shakespeare and Hugh Rayment-Pickard lament how the Eucharist is deployed to 

preserve distinctions between insiders and outsiders:

The pity is that the Eucharist is the test of our hospitality, of our 
faithfulness to the radical hospitality of God in Christ. And when set 
against that standard, a fairly sorry situation is revealed, in which the 
Eucharist is tamed, domesticated, and made subservient to an agenda 
not its own.226

They argue against exclusionary individualist salvation and point out that the only 

people not included at the eschatological feast are the self-excluded: those who have 

neglected their needy neighbours.227 Moreover, they see the transformative potential 

of undifferentiated participation:

The feast set out on God’s mountain for all people is an image of the 
Eucharist fulfilling its prophetic universalism. Every celebration looks 
to the coming of Christ, and to the time when the fruit of the vine will 
be drunk in the kingdom. In the meantime, the Eucharist becomes a 
missionary act: a joyous, compassionate, open table of hope for the 
world.228

Nevertheless, as Hoad perceptively discerns, the non-ritual need of the hungry 

outsider necessitates interim everyday service and hospitality:

The bread at Emmaus, given to those who had not been at the Last 
Supper, and the fish in the Upper Room, given by those who had, are 
the ingredients not of Communion, but of the feeding of multitudes 
outside.229

Conclusion

This chapter started with the גר as one bereft of home but who is incorporated 

into community through feasting, and who is loved and provided for because Yahweh 

himself loves and provides for the stranger. It then moved on to the hungry multitudes 
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who are to be provided for by the followers of Jesus, whether from Marshall’s 

interpretive standpoint, or from Hoad’s viewpoint of praxis. In the course of this 

discussion, I have also considered the metaphorical hospitality extended to the Gentile 

mother from Syro-Phoenicia, and argued for her formerly demonised daughter’s 

assertion of dining privileges. I have intimated that commentators fail to see the 

psychological similarities between this story and Peter’s vision (discussed in Chapter 

1), as a call to move beyond cultural boundaries, because they fixate on language 

rather than meaning. I examined the meal on the mountain in Isaiah 25:6–8 as an 

inclusive banquet which meets bodily, spiritual, and emotional needs through feasting, 

and affords the unhindered sight of God through the destruction of death, and the 

wiping away of the tears which blur the vision, and grieve the heart. The sensory 

integration of Pattison’s application of the concept of the Messianic banquet to the 

fellowship meals of the early Church, led me to consider how such holism can 

resource today’s feasters. I showed how the image of the Messianic banquet is 

deployed to instigate hospitality and social renewal, and demonstrated the healing 

which can be brought about by the embodied experience of communal eating, and the 

ritual of Communion. Thus, my discussion moved from the journeyings of the 

fatherless stranger, and the outsider, and between spaces and places of eating, whether 

Jerusalem, Sinai, or Zion, mountain-top or desert, household, or indeed a church, to 

conclude with the continuing truth of Hoad’s insight that outside is wherever those 

who are hungry are found.
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Chapter 3

Reflections on cognition and corporeal and divine hospitality

From social exclusion to spiritual inclusion

1. Overcoming exclusion

Having debated hospitable inclusion as the transcending of ethnic and national 

identities in Chapter 2, and related it to the koinōnia of the early Church, and inclusive 

Communion, in this chapter I will consider those excluded by ‘hypercognitive’ 

philosophical accounts of personhood,1 first brought to notice by Post in his writing 

about Alzheimer’s disease, but which also disadvantage those with learning 

disabilities. In Chapter 1, I wrote about the hospitable reception of the stranger, and in 

this chapter I intend to look at the estrangement and isolation of those with cognitive 

and sensory-processing challenges, and the utility of hospitality as a means of 

recognising the substance and intention of interactions. I will draw out how the 

preservation of personhood in dementia and learning disability is overshadowed by 

divine relationship, and consider whether the hospitality of the Trinity can inform an 

understanding of hospitality. Accordingly, the social and physical body will be 

paralleled through thematic recursion in a spiral around divine communication: 

exclusion of the socially-situated individual will be the starting point, proceeding 

through sensation, embodiment, the ‘holding’ of personhood, and joy, into revelation; 

similarly, bodily hospitality will lead into spiritual communion and perichoresis, joy, 

the eschaton and the eschatological body, before concluding with the ecclesial body 

endowed with gifts, and a prescription for the church as an inclusive body.

Although some mention will be made of physical disability, it is not my 

primary focus, as I am looking principally at the social construction of dementia and 

attitudes towards people with learning disabilities. In the attempt to show how 

  

 128 

———————————
1 

Stephen G. Post, The Moral Challenge of Alzheimer Disease (Baltimore, MD; London: John Hopkins 

University Press, 1995), cited in Stephen G. Post, “Respectare: Moral Respect for the Lives of the 

Deeply Forgetful,” in Dementia: Mind, Meaning and the Person, ed. Julian C. Hughes, Stephen J. 

Louw, and Steven R. Sabat, International Perspectives in Philosophy and Psychiatry (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2006), 231.



exclusion and inclusion operate, this chapter will necessarily rely on published 

accounts, both case studies and the anecdotal. I am aware that what I am writing is 

open to criticism, in that I am theorising about the subjective reality of other people’s 

lived experience, but I hope that it is not unreflexive. Birch acknowledges that no one 

is unimpaired in reflecting the image of God, or he ruefully admits, as a biblical 

scholar, in the interpretation of scripture, as he reflects on being brought to awareness 

of the dissonance between his theological formation, and his experience of being the 

father of a daughter with developmental disabilities.2 I am not claiming any proxy 

representation, or seeking to displace the views of those portrayed, and have no wish 

to advance my own agenda at the expense of others by objectifying their lives. In 

particular, when I note a person’s condition or disability, but also profession and/or 

parental status, it is neither to diminish their wider abilities, nor to identify them solely 

by their condition, vocation, or progeny, but to position their work. It is important to 

stress that I am neither imposing homogeneity, nor claiming equivalence between 

congenital and acquired conditions, but seeking to find commonalities. Equally, there 

is no intention to deny dignity or uniqueness by using a collective term. 

Denominational affiliation is given where appropriate, when it has been recorded by 

the author in relation to their approach to the issue under discussion in their writing.

Before proceeding, I wish to record a couple of seemingly recondite 

observations deriving from studies of dementia and learning disability, but which 

pertain to hosting, eating, and social inclusion. First, the persistence of the courtesies 

of hospitality in those whose dementia has progressed, but who attempt to make sense 

of their disorientation by acting as host, should be acknowledged.3 These actions 

speak to the deep-seated nature of hospitality as a human impulse to reciprocal care. 
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Secondly, the important function of meals in social integration can be inferred from 

the effect problems with chewing have on people with learning disabilities: missing 

dentition is thought to contribute to impacted earwax and consequent hearing loss.4 In 

particular, individuals with Down’s syndrome have ‘anatomically distinct narrow ear 

canals and this frequently causes a build-up of earwax (cerumen)’;5 auditory problems 

may be exacerbated by difficulties with mastication, if they have superimposed 

dementia.6 Although commensality will be addressed again, categorisation by 

cognitive ability is not the focus of this chapter, as I seek rather to see where 

hospitality as a metaphor can provide illumination when applied to the circulation of 

discourse around personhood and spirituality, which has relevance for dementia and 

beyond, and so it is with dementia that I begin.

1.1. Value and valorisation

On publication in 1997, Kitwood’s Dementia Reconsidered: The Person 

Comes First made a lasting contribution to nomenclature and the valuing of those 

with dementia. His titular assertion of priority was visually reinforced by typography 

in the first chapter of the book: ‘Our frame of reference should no longer be ‘person-

with-DEMENTIA’ but PERSON-with-dementia’.7 Nevertheless, Hughes and 

Williamson writing in 2019, note the lag until ‘relatively recently’, in pejorative 

naming in dementia when, for example, it had largely been eliminated from the field 

of learning disability, or other cognitive impairments.8 Moreover, as a psychiatrist, 

Hughes rejects the concept of ‘dementia’, preferring ‘acquired diffuse neurocognitive 
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dysfunction’;9 he reiterated the inutility of dementia as a concept in the declaration: 

‘Dementia is dead, long live ageing!’10 As an assertion it lessens stigma by elevating 

life-course over diagnosis, but it does not resolve the need either for public education, 

or funding of specialist services.

I now move from evolving psychiatric labelling, to the application of 

managerial terminology as provision for people with learning disabilities has moved 

to the community. Mee writes as a practitioner and lecturer in learning disability 

nursing about the reification of concepts such as ‘value’, whether used at a policy 

level, or of services for people with learning disabilities, concluding that they are 

evacuated of meaning by their repetition.11 He identifies honesty as necessary to 

acknowledge how devaluing representations and stereotypes interact, before they can 

be overcome consciously, through reflective practice.12 He also queries whether 

historic segregation and forced exclusion have been replaced by ‘forced inclusion’, 

such as a routine of ‘normal’ activities, regardless of preference.13 For Wendell, if 

inclusion presumes conformity to social norms such as independence and autonomy, it 

negates the possibility of the majority learning ways of knowing which value 

dependence and interdependence.14 However, in line with Morris, I argue that Mee is 

identifying examples of oppressive integration. From his experience of working with 

the Deaf community, Morris argues that inclusivity is a ‘coming alongside’, not a 

forcible conformity to the norms and ways of life of the hearing majority.15 Thus, it 
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can be seen that language, ideology and attitudes are not always aligned in the 

discourse(s) surrounding inclusion.

Having instanced community care and the agency of those in the Deaf 

community as divergent examples of inclusion, I now transition to individual agency 

in the experience of living with dementia. In outlining how societal norms and values 

worked against people with dementia, Kitwood adopted Goffman’s play on words, 

‘excolluded’.16 Although Phinney partially attributes the emerging valuation of the 

experiences of those with dementia since then to postmodern relativity,17 such 

contingency would seem to further erode the subjectivity of the person living with 

dementia. By way of comparison, Hacking observed in 2009, that a language for 

autistic experience did not exist twenty-five years previously.18 With a similar 

awareness in mind, Bartlett and O’Connor propose a continuum of knowledge-

production from specialist knowledge to self-expertise; the individual is the expert of 

their own experience in line with Freire’s ‘critical pedagogy of the oppressed’.19 Such 

a spectrum allows for co-created reciprocity and more egalitarian knowledge-

exchange by not privileging biomedical diagnosis, or rendering the person with 

dementia powerless. Moreover, in Jaworska’s view, the person with dementia needs 

to be seen as a ‘valuer’ whose own values need to be taken into account.20

Further to the expression of choice, Bartlett and O’Connor argue that a 

psychosocial conception of personhood has limited ability to overcome inequality, 

suggesting that social citizenship could be explored as ‘something individuals achieve 
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for themselves, through the power dynamics of everyday talk and practice’, so that the 

person with dementia is regarded as an empowered social actor with status and 

agency, instead of needy client, or passive welfare recipient.21 They conclude that, 

despite individualised approaches, there is a lack of consideration of how individual 

aetiology interacts with aspects of social location such as gender, age, ethnicity, 

sexuality, and socio-economic status to affect the experience of dementia;22 

homogeneity is imposed on difference.23 Significantly, Bartlett and O’Connor fail to 

mention religious belief; Benland condenses materialist oversight into the polemic 

‘more than body, brain and breath’.24 However, breath cannot be dismissed merely as 

respiration: breathing is connective, and a carrier of spiritual significance, and this 

inspirational aspect will be explored subsequently. The person with dementia is thus 

acknowledged as valued and valuing, as a political actor and a spiritual being. 

Having mentioned the external imposition of labels, considered briefly how 

norms and structures act as constraints, and identified different knowledges and ways 

of valuing, I will extend the exploration to hospitality and attitudes to disability in 

wider society. I alluded to Newman in my opening reflections, and she identifies 

distortions of hospitality including indiscriminate inclusivity: ‘A hospitality that 

focuses on a generic “openness” to the other is a kind of aesthetic hospitality, where 
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“otherness” is celebrated, exchanged, and consumed’.25 This epicurean hospitality can 

usefully be compared with Wendell’s subjective identification of the treatment of 

difference in people with disabilities as ‘a curiosity’, or ‘exotic’, and ‘interesting’, and 

difference will be considered further with regard to storytelling in Chapter 4.26 

Newman is exposing an experiential insatiability, whereas the hospitality I am seeking 

to expound is one of humility and restraint. Pailin suggests that consciousness of 

happenstance, and the contingency of capacity and opportunity should preclude 

presumptive judgement of others.27 Further to the acquisition of such self-knowledge, 

Hill makes an observation deriving from her work with adults with a learning 

disability:

When we find ourselves in the company of people who are not capable 
of contributing to our consumer culture in the normative sense, we 
attempt to ensure that they become acculturated . . . And while there is 
merit to be found in job satisfaction and skill acquisition, ultimately 
each of us wishes not to be judged by our intellectual capabilities, 
earnings or looks but by our capacity to transcend from ordinary to 
extraordinary through acceptance.28

Here, she is writing about the outcome of a group therapy project which provided a 

non-judgemental space for peer support, honest disclosure and confrontation. 

Similarly, ethicist Stephen Post seeks to disembed people with dementia from 

Western capitalist norms:

The fitting response to the increasing prevalence of dementia in our 
ageing society is to enlarge our sense of human worth to counter an 
exclusionary emphasis on rationality, efficient use of time and energy, 
ability to control distracting impulses, thrift, economic success, self-
reliance, ‘language advantage’ and the like.29

 Neither assertion should be seen as condoning an exemplary exceptionalism which 

merely palliates dis-ease in wider society by confirming pre-existing privilege. Such 
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statements can be contrasted with a superficially similar quote from Debbie Everett, a 

Canadian hospital chaplain, who likens people with dementia to ‘magic mirrors where 

I have seen my human condition and have repudiated the commonly held societal 

values of power and prestige that are unreal and shallow’.30 Such fairy tale overtones 

infantilise the de-faced individuals who become a mythic catalyst for the betterment 

of the reflected looker/speaker.

2. Movement, touch, and ‘holding’

Having seen the societal dysfunction surfaced by dementia and learning 

disability, and how people are made passive exemplars, I will now look positively at 

relationality through touch and movement. Writing from a background of dual-

qualification in psychiatric and learning disability nursing, John Swinton attempts to 

counter the biomedical deficit model of dementia by proposing a relational definition 

of the person living with dementia. He summarises the philosopher John Macmurray’s 

position on the development of the agential self formed through ‘tactile resistance’.31 

Likewise, Pia Kontos, a research scientist working in rehabilitation, with a 

background in medical anthropology, gerontology, and public health sciences,32 also 

positions ‘embodied selfhood’ and the persistence of habituated bodily knowledge 

through gesture and movement, as a challenge to ‘presumed loss of personhood’ and 

intentionality perpetuated by a dualistic model of cognitive impairment.33 In accord 

with her embodied development of Bourdieu’s cultural capital, Bartlett and O’Connor 

highlight ‘the importance of finding ways to recognise narrative agency among people 
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with dementia that moves beyond spoken language’.34 Dance/movement therapists Lia 

Shustik and Tria Thompson appeal to the intangible in furtherance of this aim: ‘Each 

person’s soul is expressed in her/his movement vocabulary’.35 An understandable 

sentiment perhaps, but one which extends beyond their sphere of competence, or 

indeed the knowable, containing as it does the potential for dangerously subjective 

judgements; Barad’s observation that touch is not innocent of cultural implication also 

holds true in evaluating a motive grammar.36

More intimately, the violation of what Wade terms ‘privacy of body’ is 

inescapable for many;37 the potential for touch to be coercive and invasive needs to be 

acknowledged, but I am exploring how the thickness of expressive touch, or in Puig 

de la Bellacasa’s term, ‘tactful’ touch,38 can inform an understanding of embodiment. 

Her respectful touch has similarities with Kitwood’s novel portmanteau word 

timalation, from ‘timao (I honor, and hence I do not violate personal or moral 

boundaries) and stimulation (with its connotations of sensory arousal)’.39 Killick 

describes ‘mirroring’ a person with dementia to establish contact;40 this attunement 

can be intensified by matching breathing and using respiration to pace the rhythm of 
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pressure, touch, speech, or song.41 Hayes terms such accompaniment ‘kinaesthetic 

empathy’.42 Notably, Maclaren claims sensational interpenetration for tactility: 

‘Touch, I claim, is a foundational form of affective interpersonal intimacy, and it is no 

mere coincidence that we speak of an intimate gesture as “touching” or say that we 

have been deeply “touched” by another’s life’.43 In the foregoing examples, 

therapeutic touch or inspired gesture combine to enable connection in a way which 

does not privilege unimpaired cognition, in what might be termed haptic hospitality. 

However, the incommensurability of dementia as an acquired disability, with even 

profound intellectual disability, is illustrated by Harshaw’s personal account of never 

having held the hand of her severely autistic daughter, except when she is in ‘the 

throes of a seizure which renders her oblivious to my touch’.44 But, in accord with the 

latter part of Maclaren’s observation, Harshaw relates how, during a hospital stay, the 

palpable sense of love surrounding her daughter, as friends and family sat continually 

by her bedside, was commented on by fellow patients.45

Having considered communication and reassurance through breath, touch and 

presence, I will now look at memorable holding, and the holding of space in relation 

to bodily and spiritual hospitality. Starting with being held as a baby, Hayes describes 

how security is mediated through life: ‘As we grow older this holding becomes 

metaphorical; from being held by the loving gaze of another, we move to being held 

by the belief that another has in us, or by the memory of the other’.46 Elements of this 

idea have already been encountered in Chapter 2, with regard to Pattison’s description 

of the community of believers meeting to eat together in remembrance of Christ. 

Hayes, a dance movement psychotherapist, then proceeds to outline how purposeful 
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‘physical, emotional and mindful presence’ can hold the person with dementia.47 She 

draws the analogy with the principle of ‘containment’ to soothe anxiety, where ‘the 

mother [or other care-giver presumably] of the baby or child acts as a kind of skin, 

holding and organising experiences’.48 Again, it is not too much of a conceptual leap 

to recall deSilva’s apposite rendering of Paul’s conjoined call not to neglect 

hospitality, and to remember those in prison (Heb. 13:2–3),49 ‘being yourselves in 

their skin’,50 which was alluded to in Chapter 1 as the culmination of discussion on 

the closeness of sibling bonds. It is unsurprising, therefore, that Brock claims 

significance for the apostle’s use of body imagery in 1 Corinthians, chapters 6, 7, and 

11: ‘The [i.e. Paul’s] human body provides its bearers with a communicative surface 

by which individuals are present to one another . . . Paul’s body is primarily one 

composed of skin (with its embedded senses and its locomotive capacities) and 

nerves: the communicative body’.51 Indeed, Ahmed and Stacey argue: ‘ “Thinking 

through the skin” is a thinking that reflects, not on the body as the lost object of 

thought, but on inter-embodiment, on the mode of being-with and being-for, where 

one touches and is touched by others’.52

Such organic trans-membraneous speculation can conceive of hospitality 

beyond ingestion, or enacted inclusion within the body of Christ, to human hospitality 

as a metaphorical cutaneous enfolding of the other, and thence the interrelation of 

divine perichoresis. The maternal physical safeguarding of Ruddick’s ‘preservative 

love’ was extended by Lindemann into an obligation of moral protection; the person is 

held in personhood, and not treated solely as a body.53 Swinton punningly 
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incorporates Bonhoeffer’s Christology into a perichoretic Trinitarian understanding of 

protective relationship:

As in faith, the person experiencing dementia is held and sustained 
within the affirming boundaries of human and divine relationships, 
they are re-membered. To re-member something is to bring back 
together that which has been fragmented. To re-member a person with 
dementia is to offer them the kind of relational environment which 
mirrors God’s loving, remembrance and unchanging embrace and in so 
doing, draws back together the wholeness of the person whose life has 
been fragmented by the experience of dementia. Such a relationship 
both re-members the person and remembers for them.54

 However, Harshaw challenges Yong, and Swinton et al., who argue for a dignity 

conferred by dependence, and a relationship with God facilitated by others for those 

with severe learning disabilities.55 In From Bedlam to Shalom, Swinton does point out 

that such schema need the transcendent to supplement any lack in relationship, and 

allows for the possibility of the Holy Spirit relating to the human spirit in ways not 

dependent on consciousness,56 but Harshaw does not reference this particular book. 

She advances the possibility of an unmediated spirituality for people with profound 

intellectual disabilities, and I will outline her case subsequently.

Arguing for an insufficient focus on embodiment in theological anthropology, 

Kaniaru seeks to expand Lindemann further, by following Reinders, and advancing 

friendship as an example of ‘society-to-person holding’ that extends beyond provision 

of health or social care: ‘It is to love and “hold” the neighbour as a friend with a 

history and a community, as an individual with an identity, as one who, like oneself, 

was by God’s grace and power made “image of God” in the flesh and who in the flesh 

may depend on God’s grace and future’.57 There are condensed hints of the Hebrew 

scriptures in this penultimate assertion, prior to the culmination of his argument for 
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the centrality of embodiment to humanity and the Christian calling: ‘And finally to 

love the neighbour is to live in the flesh according to the Spirit, to glorify God in the 

body’.58 The similarities with Swinton in the preceding sentence are obvious, but this 

terminal sentence of his thesis lacks clarity. Kaniaru has earlier argued that 

compassion towards those with cognitive impairments then enables a more inclusive 

neighbourliness, but if the glorification is enacted by the neighbour-lovers, the 

cognitively impaired as a locus for rehearsal are instrumentalised along with the 

additional vulnerable ‘neighbours’59 who form his eventual constituency. This 

inadvertence is contrary to his overall project of defending these vulnerable 

neighbours against the proposals of philosopher Jeff McMahan, where threshold takes 

on a chilling meaning,60 but it makes Harshaw’s reliance upon divine immediacy the 

more necessary as a corrective.61 Such availability is coupled with valorisation of the 

body in Kissell’s development of a perichoretic ‘dancing theology’ which draws upon 

African ritual dance: ‘All bodies, even those considered dis-abled or resting in a 

coma, are bodies moving and are therefore part of life and part of the Trinitarian 

dance, for a biological dance within them still exists’.62 Thus, the way she sees divine 

activity reflected in ineluctable cellular motility obviates criticism of perichoresis as 

imperialistic divinising of external social structures, and extends Harshaw’s privy 
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communication into sustained correspondence.63

2.1. Joy, sound, smells, and silence

In this section I will turn from bodily constitution, tactility and vitality, and 

upholding personhood through literal or metaphorical holding, to other sensory modes 

and cues. As a consultant in old age psychiatry, Hughes argues for a purposive 

understanding of creativity and the possibilities of interaction by acknowledging the 

person with dementia as an ‘aesthetic being’: ‘our approach to dementia should be a 

matter of looking for joy’.64 Indeed, Phinney belatedly came to realise the significance 

of the delight expressed by creative artists who were able to continue their creative 

practice after developing dementia.65 Poetry, music, nature,66 and pets can all 

contribute to meaning-making.67 Teacher Eileen Shamy relates how two young pupils 

gave her a jar containing two captured frogs to help her mother ‘find her memory’; the 

escapee frogs animated a residential home lounge, and reminded the assembled and 

previously impassive women of their country childhoods.68 She also narrates how the 
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scent of a bunch of lilies of the valley aroused a man who had not spoken for many 

months to temporary loquacity.69 

Researchers Bartlett and O’Connor speculate on the unfulfilled potential of 

‘positive soundscapes’ and memorable environmental sounds to provide accessible 

means of generating insight and data from participants with dementia.70 Lucy 

Winkett, a priest in the Church of England who trained as a soprano, combines 

writing about sound as an expression of vulnerability, and anthropogenic noise in her 

book, Our Sound is Our Wound.71 The invasiveness of the latter is made explicit by 

Gunaratnam’s writing on the place of physical force in the science of hearing and 

touch: ‘To hear is to be literally touched and to take impressions of others into our 

bodies whether we like it or not’.72 These perspectives, and Winkett’s call for 

contemplative listening, can be contrasted with Staley’s estimation of impoverishment 

in the sensory culture of Protestant churches, which she sees as particularly 

disadvantaging those with intellectual disabilities; she writes about the focus on 

auditory, and hence verbal, comprehension, which leads to a presumption that 

attentive listening is evidenced in silence and bodily control.73 Her accounts of the 

monitoring of individual behaviour should be contrasted with Macaskill’s exposure of 

corporate thoughtlessness, and the potentially overwhelming effect on the autistic of 

imperfectly amplified sound, lighting which flickers, and the miasma of artificial 

scent from toiletries.74

 From the ambivalence of sound, I turn to silence. John Gillibrand, an 

Anglican priest, and father of Adam, who is autistic and has learning disabilities, 

examines the linguistic turn in twentieth-century philosophy by orienting it around his 
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son, who is non-verbal. As a scholar of Derrida, he sees Adam as mirroring Derridean 

aporia, but more crucially, as catalysing professional discourse.75 Gillibrand’s wider 

programme requires boundary-crossing apophatic spirituality, if Anglican theology is 

to be reformed and political structures transformed;76 he rightly adjudges both society 

and Church to be ‘disabled’ in their ability to care for those who are different.77 

Gillibrand compares Job’s silence before God in the aftermath of overwhelming 

tragedy (Job 1:3–21; 40:1–7) with his son’s ‘non-elective silence’, suggesting that 

such wordlessness is ‘very close to the most fundamental, the most primordial 

response to the challenges which the created world offers to us’.78 Swinton, in his 

reflections on disability also draws on the apophatic tradition of negation in 

approaching God: ‘The God who is Spirit and who is truth (John 4:20–24) comes to 

us in our helplessness and reveals something of himself in the midst of our cloud of 

unknowing’.79

I now counterbalance emic spiritual unknowing with acknowledgement of 

uncertain knowing. Thus, Goldsmith was encouraged to write his book on people with 

dementia and the local church by McKee’s impassioned reproach: ‘if there is the 

slightest possibility that a kernel of tranquillity persists at the heart of the chaos of 

dementia, then we have been culpable in the past of a hideous sin; that of denying 

humanity to those who, in their vulnerability, are perhaps most human’.80 Indeed, Post 

entitled an essay on dementia, Respectare, to enlist his readers in looking again at 
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people with dementia, in response.81 Nevertheless, despite such calls for 

reconsideration, Harshaw rightly questions whether the desire to impute a voice to 

people with profound and complex intellectual disabilities is a projection of 

theological anxiety: ‘Is there a latent fear that their physical silence means spiritual 

inertness? If we cannot make them speak, do we fear that God might not be able to 

speak to them?’82 Obviously, there remains a difference between the losses and 

deficits of dementia, and the delayed, or unachieved, milestones of learning disability, 

but Karen MacKinlay gives the example of ‘Catherine’ who had come to know God 

after the onset of dementia,83 which supports God-initiated revelation to those whose 

spiritual life may be in question.

3. Peter’s vision redux

Harshaw uses Peter’s perplexity at his vision (discussed extensively in 

Chapter 1), and the Spirit falling upon Cornelius’ household before Peter finishes his 

exposition, to call into question the over-intellectualisation of coming to faith. She 

asks provocatively:

Could the spiritual experience of people who cannot access this 
revelation through accepted cognitive processes be an issue in which 
settled interpretations of the conditions for human beings’ spiritual 
relationship with God might face a divinely-instituted challenge?84

She concludes that if spiritual experience is seen as being precluded by cognitive 

deficit, then it implies a ‘parallel deficit in God’s capacity or desire to circumvent or 

even use it in order to reach into their lives’, and she posits an unconditional 

supernatural relationality of ‘divine self-disclosure, potentially through mystical 

perception’ independent of intellectual capacity.85 Harshaw further develops her 
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examination of divine accommodation by considering the mystery of God,86 whereas 

Gordon seeks to apply the principle to the church:

Acknowledging the difference and particularity of each person will 
only be possible if a community seeks to model its practices and 
principles of encounter on a form of kenotic accommodation, a 
disciplined habit of sympathetic, considerate, and self-effacing 
hospitality.87

The revisiting of hospitality as a divinely instituted crossing of bodily 

boundaries, mirroring Peter’s repeated literal and figurative threshold moments, and 

the proposal of a submissive ecclesial hospitality, shows the availability of hospitality 

to theorisation. Harshaw’s thesis of divine disclosure and embodied prophetic 

declaration to the church, and Gillibrand’s assertion of inciting prophetic silence can 

usefully be set against Coakley’s complementary view of contemplation. Coakley 

writes: ‘Contemplation engenders courage to give voice, but in a changed, prophetic 

key’,88 and ‘fosters what the early Christian fathers called leitourgia (‘liturgy’, public 

service) in the best theological sense, as service to the world in humility and hope’.89 

Puig de la Bellacasa’s question: ‘Aren’t anxiety, sorrow and grief unavoidable affects 

in efforts of paying serious mental attention, of thinking with care, in dislocated 

worlds?’, speaks of a similar attentiveness.90 Hospitality is thus present in the 

attending to the presence of God in self, and others, and in resultant acts of service; 

inclusion is achieved through social, spiritual, and personal transformation.

A hospitality not only of service and inclusion, but also commensality, in 

response to the existential suffering of those within the multipartite body of the church 

who have experienced exclusion, is perhaps opened up by Browning Helsel’s 

response to the sociologist Kai Erikson’s observation of traumatised communities. 
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Browning Helsel combines Erikson, and psychologist John Wilson on the breaking of 

the human spirit, in a paraphrase: ‘When a group has faced a collective trauma, this 

broken-spiritedness extends beyond individuals to impact the tissue of the social 

body’.91 Using Qoheleth, Browning Helsel then argues for the place of shared 

pleasure to address spiritual brokenness and social disintegration, citing Lee on the 

reclamation of ritual feasting as a means of dealing with traumatic rupture.92 Such 

restoration can be compared with the occulted trauma posited by Glancy,93 of the 

female slaves who would have participated in the meals of the first-century Christian 

community, and the future erasure of tears and grief in the eschaton, alluded to in 

Chapter 2. Although his initial context is the impact of disasters on localities, when 

extrapolated to those who have been systematically excluded, devalued, and 

stigmatised, a rhythm of commensality could help redress systemic deprivation. With 

regard to the former, Koenig describes ‘soul banquets’ taking place in the aftermath of 

the death and destruction of terrorism and natural disaster.94 As a prospective 

illustration of countering exclusion, Staley instances an existing ‘dinner church’ and 

envisages the potential for people with intellectual disabilities to join in shared 

cooking and eating, attendant on preaching and praying, in a multisensory act of 

worship, as part of the ‘just’ hospitality advocated by feminist theologian Letty 

Russell.95
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I do not want to be seen as advocating feasting as a means to palliate the 

injustice and suffering of this age, but the act of retrojection proposed by Butler-Bass 

in a blog-post is indicative of a possible hermeneutic. She acknowledges the same 

acceleration and desire for resolution in the remembrance of the events of Holy Week 

as Rambo,96 and she likewise arrests that momentum, by asking a question which 

suggests a salvific and eschatological telos for hospitality:

We always read the dinner table from the cross. But what if we read the 
story the other way and understood the cross through the experience of 
the table?

What if the story starts on Thursday? The Last Supper is the final meal 
of the age that is (the age of injustice, oppression, debt and sin) and the 
First Feast of the “age to come” (the age of God’s reign of peace and 
justice).97

This chapter is being written in the time of COVID-19, and the ongoing exposure of 

existing social cleavages and disadvantage during the pandemic demands attention to 

social justice. Thus, the context for future gathering extends beyond the specific 

restriction of this chapter to those discriminated against by a ‘hypercognitive’ 

society.98 Browning Helsel is careful to observe that the ritual process does not negate 

previous harm, even as he sees enjoyment as beneficial in helping to overcome 

isolation.99 So, having considered supernatural intervention, and a hoped-for reflexive 

and extensive hospitality on the part of the church, I now enter into the materiality of 

the physical body to examine how bodily openness to the other has parallels in the 

divine economy.

4. Bodily hospitality: Mary and Jesus

Stuart’s essay on the body as a site of hospitality was the only one I located 

which fully credits the encounter between Mary and Gabriel, the angelic stranger, as 
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an act of hospitality, as she ‘consents to his request to receive an altogether more 

troubling stranger’ and becomes the ‘chief hospitaller’.100 Abraham’s angels do not 

identify themselves, whereas Gabriel names himself to Mary, but he is still a stranger, 

so it is surprising that the conventions of hospitality have not ordinarily been 

discerned in this encounter. This oversight may be attributable to a cerebral approach 

to scripture which reads the text with after-knowledge to find confirmation for 

subsequent doctrine, and so fails to sympathise with Mary, in which case there is no 

need to find a domestic metaphor for this incomprehensible incursion into her life. 

Stuart proceeds to talk about the need to preserve individual bodily and social 

boundaries in a self-aware hospitality which looks to ‘the Church’ as ‘the community 

of friends called to be the body of Christ and nourished by him’.101 In her view, this 

Church ‘can afford to be recklessly hospitable and should be so’, whereas individuals 

‘cannot and should not be expected to’.102 Ultimately, she uses the metaphor of 

hospitality, and hospitality as a practice, to proselytise for an extension of sexual 

ethics in accord with her avowed aim, from the outset, of subversion of social 

norms.103 Although his book is entitled The Missiological Spirit, Pentecostal scholar 

Amos Yong (here with Tony Richie) discourses at length about Jesus as guest and 

host, including Jesus’ birth (and death):

Jesus himself can be understood both as the paradigmatic host of 
God’s hospitality, and as the exemplary recipient of hospitality. From 
his conception in Mary’s womb (by the Holy Spirit) to his birth in a 
manger through to his burial (in a tomb of Joseph of Arimathea), Jesus 
was dependent on the welcome and hospitality of others. As ‘the Son 
of Man has nowhere to lay his head’ (Luke 9:58), he relied on the 
goodwill of many, staying in their homes and receiving whatever they 
served. But it is in his role as guest that Jesus also announces and 
enacts the hospitality of God. Empowered by the Spirit, he heals the 
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sick, casts out demons, and declares the arrival of the reign of God in 
the midst of the downtrodden, the oppressed, and the marginalized.104

Yong and Richie do acknowledge Mary, but somewhat abstractly, as there is a lacuna 

between conception and Jesus’ ‘birth’ in ‘a manger’, which erases pregnancy and 

childbirth. The provision of a tomb in death (or ‘goodwill’) are hardly comparable, 

and it is tempting to attribute this effacement of gestation and labour to androcentric 

theology. And the Spirit-empowered guesthood they describe is that declared by Mary 

at the annunciation, so this redoubles Mary’s hiddenness in their narrative of 

hospitality and silences her prophetic voice.

By contrast, Winter interacts with Luke 11:27–28,105 and centuries of Catholic 

Marian spirituality, as she advances Mary’s bodily hospitality as a precursor to Jesus’ 

own hospitality:

Mary was the source of this holy man’s first most formative meals. For 
nine months her placenta provided all the nourishment needed for the 
developing fetus. After her child was delivered, for twice nine months 
and then some, Mary’s breast milk nurtured and satisfied her 
developing baby. No one but his mother was with him at the welcome 
table during those first meals.106

 Winter also adopts a uniquely feminist take on the words of institution at the Last 

Supper, which she hears as an echo of Mary’s own wonder during her pregnancy: 

‘The first person to utter the words we associate with Jesus must have been his 

mother. For nine months they were one body, Mary and her child. Like any mother, 

surely she said of the new life taking form within her: this is my body!’107 

Furthermore, Winter does not confine food-elicited memory to the ritualised 

eucharistic recall of Jesus’ subsequent words, ‘do this in remembrance of me’, in her 

relation of how routine consumption can bring to mind dead, or absent, loved ones.108 
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Thus, for Winter, hospitality replicates physiological sustenance, and cumulative care 

and nurture, which although illuminating, is potentially exclusionary for those who 

experienced childhood abuse or neglect.

5. Perichoresis and hospitality

Having already broached the topic of contemplation, and sympathetically 

reflected on Mary’s receptivity, and the imprint of her hospitality on Jesus’ ministry, I 

shall now essay a reversal: how divine relationality can foster human hospitality. 

While acknowledging the parallel with the medieval portrayal of a personified, and on 

occasion, lactating ecclesia, as the body of Christ,109 and a spirituality which by 

extension saw Christ as mother,110 I will instead venture into the realms of the Trinity. 

Fiddes points out the overlap between ‘the Christian concept of body as engaging in 

the “wide space” of the Trinity’, and the thought of Merleau-Ponty, where ‘bodiliness 

is about touching and being touched, about being “enfolded” in a kind of embrace that 

has no horizons, and where the divisions between our body and that of others 

collapse’.111 Moreover, Vosloo asserts,

If we describe hospitality as the openness to, or welcoming of, the 
other and otherness it does seem indeed the case that trinitarian 
discourse can offer rich possibilities for a creative rethinking of an 
ethic of hospitality – an ethic which celebrates otherness without 
forfeiting identity.112

 Indeed, Volf argues more expansively that the Trinity should be seen as the ‘ultimate 

normative end to which all social programs should strive’.113 But Vosloo is less 

prescriptive in his unfolding of a hospitality of festal love:

A trinitarian framework that incorporates in a qualified manner the 
notion of perichoresis indeed seems to be promising for a Christian 
ethic of hospitality. It depicts the triune God as a hospitable and 
welcoming communion of love. The triune God is the self-giving and 
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other-receiving Host. Through the sacrificial giving in Christ, a gift of 
hospitality par excellence, humans (and the rest of creation) are invited 
and enabled to participate in the Triune feast of love. In Christ and 
through the Spirit, it becomes possible to embody what can be called 
perichoretic hospitality.114

However, he is careful to point out that although the Patristic pun on ‘dancing around’ 

is ‘evocative’ as a creative spatial metaphor, it is a false derivation.115 Nevertheless, it 

is excusable for Savage, as a former professional dancer, to envision the assumption 

of Jesus’ suffering into the relationship of the Trinity thus: ‘Into the dance of the 

Trinity is subsumed the experience, the scars, the memory, the burden of Jesus’ 

human experience’.116 But, as a result of similar appeals, Kilby is driven to express 

her reservations about the projection of culturally conditioned ideals of community 

onto the social Trinity, with consequent potential for reinscription as a regime, and 

she comments that perichoresis was originally intended to express divine unity.117 

However, increasing resort to divine relationality as a source of inspiration for 

ecclesial innovation, which I identified in my opening reflections,118 even if 

misguided and theologically illiterate in Kilby’s opinion, merely proves the need for a 

thicker understanding of the human dimensions of hospitality. This is evidenced by 

Wirzba’s suggestion of food as a practical, if imperfect, means to begin to apprehend 

the mystery of Trinitarian relationality,119 and Moore’s preoccupation with the 

cleanliness of the toilet facilities at Messy Church as a demonstration of congruence 
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between praxis and belief in a Trinitarian God.120 Harshaw concerns herself more with 

imago dei, and so makes no reference to the much-cited Kilby, but quotes a possibly 

unpublished article by Orye on relationality and ‘bad relations’, apparently because 

Orye writes from a place of similar maternal experience.121 The damaging pitfalls of 

equating love and relationality are also identified by Swinton in his reflections on the 

‘double mindblindness’ of neurotypical and autistic mutual incomprehension; he 

observes that love may feel different to autistic people, and so be expressed 

differently.122 Elsewhere, Swinton looks to ultimate derivation rather than the 

proximate, and draws on Moltmann’s understanding of the social Trinity to reflect on 

relationality and imaging God:

Within such a conception of God the creation of humanity is 
understood as the product of the overspill of this divine perichoretic 
love. Thus it can be seen that human beings are created from and in 
loving relationships, for loving relationships. It is within this 
transcendent relational dynamic that the imago Dei finds its origins, its 
identity and its direction.123

5.1. Trinitarian communion

In an essay on presence as an (Anglican) ecclesial and human vocation, Quash 

sums up Trinitarian life in a declarative two-word sentence: ‘Perfect presence’.124 

Hospitality as presence to the other will now be considered further. Reynolds writes 

reflectively and autobiographically about parenting his son Chris, who has diagnoses 

of Tourette’s syndrome, bipolar disorder, and Asperger’s syndrome.125 He looks back 
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on growth in their relationship:

communion involves self-transcendence, a liberating release from the 
deadness of fear-based individual isolation into a life-giving mutuality 
of vulnerability and empowerment. The result is a conversion of self to 
an other in relationship. Chris has taught me how to love him. And, in 
this, he also has grown.126

As with Swinton, his conclusion is: ‘Communion is the inborn potential of human 

life’.127 Similarly, Newell, who juxtaposes his own bipolar disorder and his teenage 

daughter’s autism in his consideration of ‘disabled theologies’, makes the case that the 

closest analogy for their dependence on each other is derived from Trinitarian 

relationality. He writes of following her lead in negotiating a shopping centre:

Her disability is my disability but her disability enables us to arrive 
together, well and full and, very often, flourishingly happy. The 
theological insight which comes closest to this real and vivid 
experience is one which attempts to describe the nature of our 
communicating and relating in radical Trinitarian language, focusing 
not on the doctrine of God, though persons in communion is the 
foundational theology, but on who we are in relation to each other.128

This understanding of mutual need is shared by Reynolds’ moral call for ‘the 

acknowledgement and taking up of vulnerable interdependency’,129 which can be 

viewed as a necessary outworking of Gordon’s aforementioned ‘kenotic 

accommodation’.130 Moreover, Whitt, as the father of a daughter with profound 

intellectual disabilities, sees ontological dependence as ‘constitutive of human being’, 

and asserts: ‘Persons with disabilities that necessitate their lifelong dependence upon 

others are not outliers in their need; they are instead representative of what it means to 

be human for all people’.131 Nevertheless, Harshaw is concerned that argumentation 

from humanness is still constructing an implicit hierarchy: ‘Genuine inclusion’ for 

people with profound intellectual disabilities, ‘means recognizing and valuing their 
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relationships not only with us but with God’.132 By placing the impetus with God, 

Harshaw thereby includes those whose quality of relationships with others cannot be 

guaranteed. Equally, there is value to emphasising human interchange and mutual 

dependence, from a position of humility, as illustrated by Reynolds and Newell.

6. Inclusion and transformation

Having presented hospitality and inclusion as available presence, whether God 

to us, or one to another, in this section I will consider disability in relation to ultimate 

and conditional inclusion. In the Hebrew scriptures, after wrestling with God, the 

formerly deceitful Jacob was renamed Israel (literally Prince with God) because he 

had ‘striven with God and with humans, and .  .  . prevailed’ (Gen. 32:28). Jacob 

limped after this encounter, and so when his descendants took the name of Israel they 

were identifying themselves with his bodily, spiritual, and moral transformation. 

Significantly, for the wider context of communal eating in this thesis, the children of 

Israel change their eating practices of their own volition: ‘Therefore to this day the 

Israelites do not eat the thigh muscle that is on the hip socket, because he struck Jacob 

on the hip socket at the thigh muscle’ (Gen. 32:32). This modification of food 

practices through collective identification and memorialised abstention is overlooked, 

even by commentators using the story of Jacob to reflect on Christianity and 

disability, such as McCloughry and Morris.133 It is possible that this oversight is 

because self-imposed dietary restriction does not carry the same weight as divine 

edict, and exegesis has tended to concentrate on Jacob, but it could also be another 

example of ethnocentrism.

This is not to say that lameness was revered subsequently, as the history of 

Mephibosheth who was accidentally lamed in both feet when he fell from his nurse’s 

arms, as they fled from the Philistines who had killed his father, uncles, and 

grandfather shows (2 Sam. 4:4). Thomas uses the story as an eschatological portent, 
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and contrasts the perfections of the new heavens and new earth with the multiple 

disadvantages of Mephibosheth, including his ‘compromised motor function’:

Moreover, he was fearful and beset by low self-esteem (2 Sam 9:7–8). 
He lived in Lo Debar (2 Sam 9:5), a place associated with alienation 
and negation (cf. Am 6:13). However, he was invited to the king’s 
table, treated as one of his sons, and allowed to dwell in the royal city 
(2 Sam 9:10–13), blessings which neither compensated for, nor 
eradicated, his disability (2 Sam 9:13).134

Despite the besetting psychological anachronism of this depiction, Thomas then 

adroitly resolves the issue of disability and recognition in the eschaton, in a move 

reminiscent of Macaskill,135 but less explicit:

Thus Mephibosheth’s story may be read as illustrative of the 
eschatological situation of people with disabilities. Although received 
as a child of God at the eschatological banquet–as any other believer–
their physical condition may remain. However, their new context 
means that it will not be regarded as disability.136

Yong, on the other hand, seeks to narrow the existential gap by arguing that the 

hoped-for ‘divine and cosmic justice’ of the parable of the eschatological banquet 

(Luke 14:1–24), where the blind, lame and deaf are included ‘in a sense as they are’, 

should have ethical consequences in the now: ‘such notions of justice and inclusion 

should also guide our present efforts’.137 This is reinforced by Macaskill’s argument 

that the call to ‘truthfulness’ in Psalms and Proverbs, and within the New Testament, 

is often overlooked: he sees it as crucial to the integration within the church of autistic 

people, in their voicing of discomfiting challenges to social hypocrisies.138 

Furthermore, in his study of ‘autistic cognition’, Rapley rejects conditional inclusion, 

and states that ‘welcome’ involves ‘embracing the distinctive perspectives offered by 

autistic worshippers’.139
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Bearing in mind Mitchell and Snyder’s assessment: ‘Disabled bodies are 

marked bodies, fully socialized, and over-analyzed in their significance to the destiny 

of nations, monarchies, communities, families, individuals, and corporealities’,140 I do 

not intend to enter into the intensely personal theological debate about the 

transformation of heavenly bodies (and minds) where healing is set against current 

perceptions of identity and recognition.141 I will merely look at how experience is 

reframed by various commentators, starting with Macaskill. Indeed, Macaskill refutes 

Eiesland in The Disabled God, by suggesting that paying particular attention to joy 

would not require a reconception of God, but an understanding of a ‘Holy God who 

can resource creatures (all creatures, not just those who are disabled) in their 

frailties’.142 In arguing against a deficit model of autism, he takes a stance for 

‘neurodiversity’ and paradoxical biblical joy to disrupt normalcy:

If the concept of joy is properly understood as something that re-values 
present circumstances by relating them to the economy and presence of 
God, the possibility that these circumstances and conditions will 
extend into the eschaton actually ceases to be unthinkable.143

Macaskill is concerned primarily with autism, whereas Yong argues more generally, 

that ‘the religious epistemology of people with intellectual disabilities will be more 

focused instead on affective and embodied aspects of that which is good, beautiful, 

and even true’.144 In this truncated paraphrase of Philippians 4:8, Yong is not 

perpetuating the stereotype of holy innocence, so deplored by Newell, which 
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contributes to people with learning disabilities being marginalised even within the 

wider Disability movement,145 but offering a heuristic for analysing spirituality. From 

her reading of Barth, Demmons does see gladness, and the joyful response of people 

with intellectual disabilities as a wordless Christ-likeness,146 but this is tantamount to 

affective exclusion of the impassive. Harshaw is more realistic in the perceptual shift 

that she effects by her suggestion that ‘life in all its fullness’ for her severely disabled 

daughter resides in her lack of inhibition and unfeigned being of herself.147

6.1. Gifts to the body

John Hull, a theologian who became unsighted in adulthood, writes ‘from a 

disabled point of view’: ‘part of the mission of disabled people is to become apostles 

of inclusion, witnesses of vulnerability and partners in pain’.148 Cohen suggests 

vocation for all comes from encounter with the God who was a stranger in the person 

of Jesus:

The imago dei within us all, whether mentally able or disabled, reveals 
itself as vocation. . . . The mentally disabled [sic] reflect the soul of 
God, and our conversation with God is greatly enhanced if we not only 
converse internally with the gēr within ourselves, but also externally, 
with those mentally disabled beyond ourselves. In the same way Israel 
was called to just such a “conversation” with the gērim.149

Cohen estranges the experience of the majority, in this explanatory summary from 

Young, of an unpublished paper:

Cohen suggests that as love between Israelite and ger springs from a 
shared ‘soul’, so love between able-bodied and the disabled cannot be 
based on our need for someone to help. We have to pass over into the 
‘foreign land’ in which they dwell, and find something of our identity 
there, though there we will always be resident aliens.150
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Thus, Harshaw, whose daughter Rebecca has complex physical and intellectual 

disabilities, views her (and others like her) as prophetic:

Primarily her and her fellow-prophets’ embodied message consists of 
what it is to be authentically human and highlights how subtly the 
prevailing culture has infiltrated the consciousness of the Church with 
its falsehoods about what constitutes true humanity—a culture which 
elevates normalcy and conformity; which equates health, prosperity, 
autonomy, self-sufficiency, economic productiveness, intellectual 
achievement, freedom, and power with what is good.151

Her judgement is in accord with the societal evaluations of Hill and Post quoted 

earlier, but expects a paradigm shift within the Church, in the same way that 

Macaskill interrogates complacency and entitlement in his depiction of the challenge 

posed by the autistic. Furthermore, Thomas, father to a son who has cerebral palsy and 

epilepsy, is alert to the possible depersonalisation of the individual with a disability 

into a prophetic ‘gift’ to the church community, with the concomitant risk of a failure 

to conceive of their participation in other ministries.152 He suggests: ‘To relegate 

people with disabilities to a merely prophetic role is, perhaps, evidence that their 

challenging prophetic message remains unheard’.153 Sadly, and more pointedly, it also 

speaks to the continuing need to desire prophecy and demonstrate love, first preached 

to the Corinthians by the apostle Paul. McCloughry and Morris also caution against 

the relegation of people with disabilities to examples: ‘This can pander to a false 

patronage’.154

McCloughry and Morris construct the dialectic between challenge and change 

in terms of Sabbath, rather than looking to a model: ‘Those whose own contribution to 

the community is through relationship and “being” need others to rest so that they can 

 158 

  

———————————
151 

Jill Harshaw, “Prophetic Voices, Silent Words: The Prophetic Role of Persons with Profound 

Intellectual Disabilities in Contemporary Christianity,” Practical Theology 3, no. 3 (December 

2010): 319. doi:10.1558/prth.v3i3.311.

152 

Philip Thomas, “The Relational-Revelational Image,” 148, emphasis in original. He discusses this 

possibility, and the potential for oppressive coercion of the disabled minority to ‘stay in their place’, at 

greater length in his thesis of the same name. See Philip Thomas, “The Relational-Revelational Image: 

A Reflection on the Image of God in the Light of Disability and on Disability in the Light of the Image 

of God,” MA thesis (University of Bristol, 2011), 14–17, Online. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/241747679, uploaded by author.

153 

Philip Thomas, “The Relational-Revelational Image,” 148.

154 

McCloughry and Morris, Making a World of Difference, 30.



minister and restore a more balanced perspective’.155 DeVries takes a more global 

view, connecting the doctrine of creation and the work all are called to do ‘while it is 

day’ (John 9:4);156 for her, recognition of difference, and sustaining a relationship 

with God does not require equating sin and disability, except at a structural level, and 

it still allows for reconciliation with all created beings and future perfection.157 

Meanwhile, Swinton links the ‘creaturely’ and hospitality, as he appeals to divine love 

and common humanity in his rejection of the sufficiency of personhood to defend the 

rights of people with dementia:

If we are kin then we are creatures. If we are creatures then we are 
dependant and loved before we even begin our creaturely journeys. If 
God’s prevenient love is the basis for our love of neighbour and the 
motivation for our practices of hospitality towards strangers, then our 
capacities are not what make us who we are. We are not our memories 
or any other thing that we are able to do. We are who we are as God 
relates to us. God’s modes of relating are not dependant on what we 
can do; they are gifted to us because of what we are: creatures and 
kin.158

This is a recapitulation of hospitality at its most primordial, and its most expansive.

Further to Swinton’s universal bestowal of love as a prelude to hospitality, 

Hely foresees the postmodern church as a community which transforms itself by 

recognising people with disabilities as part of the catholicity of the church (not as 

those who need to be included). Thus, they demonstrate ‘hospitality as a sign and a 

sacrament’ in the household of God.159 Such a prophetic manifestation could be 

viewed as a theological variant of people with disabilities being cast as an inspiration, 

or a resource, were it not for his proposal of their disability as an intersectional 

condition of marginality which crosses ‘boundaries of culture, creed and colour. As 
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such, they are available to make “space” for God in the world today and to provide 

“a sense of a people” to become visible in the fabric of life’.160 Yong concurs with 

inclusive welcome, but emphasises the charismatic aspect of hospitality:

in the postmodern, post-denominational, and even post-Christian world 
of the twenty-first century, the church is fully the charismatic 
fellowship of the Spirit only insofar as she is an inclusive community 
of hospitality wherein the disabled and nondisabled together welcome, 
befriend and embrace the stranger, the marginalized and the 
disenfranchised.161

He specifies that ‘the inclusive hospitality of the Spirit liberally dispenses the 

charisms of ministry to all people–the “weak” and the “strong” alike–so that the 

“disabled” and nondisabled are equally instruments of God’s reconciling and 

transforming power’.162

Having given a positive overview of ecclesial inclusion as hospitality, I will 

now look at shortcomings in practice, the language of gifting, and the church as the 

body of Christ. It should be remembered that New Testament language about gifts is 

to do with grace and dependence on God. In solidarity with parents of children with a 

disability, Reinders inveighs against the hypocritical and unthinking who tell them 

that their child is a gift from God, without offering practical or spiritual support.163 

Volck, a paediatrician, uses the same scenario, but states that ‘all children arrive as 

strangers to their parents’,164 thereby linking hospitality to accountability and ecclesial 

conformation:

To see a disabled child as burden or blessing for her parents but not for 
us is to misconstrue what the church is. The disabled child, as with all 
children, is burden, blessing, and personal responsibility for all those 
gathered in Christ. For the church the practice of hospitality is not a 
matter of duty. It is a matter of identity.165
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For him, hospitality in the church is definitive; support from the church is needed for 

the upbringing of all children, and cannot be abdicated through self-serving labelling. 

Whitt, as a Baptist minister and parent of a child with special needs, asserts his 

opinion on the insufficiency of inclusion: ‘Churches fully embrace [all members of 

the body] when they believe that intellectually disabled persons have gifts for the 

good of the whole community—gifts that the church needs to flourish’.166 Similarly, 

Jennifer Bute, a retired general practitioner, is able to speak personally of her own 

dementia as a ‘gift’, and see it as ‘a glorious opportunity to demonstrate God’s love 

for the whole body of Christ’.167 Nevertheless, Brock rejects any static or restrictive 

notion of gift in his discussion of Pauline body imagery:

Enacted works of service must not only benefit the body, but must be 
continually circulating for there to be a body at all. The body of Christ 
is a circulator of divine gifts, and if there is such a body it is because 
each member serves in a temporally extended manner the giving of the 
Trinitarian God to the church via each member.168

6.2. The church as a body

Having instanced the misapplication of the language of spiritual gifts, and the 

necessity of gifts to the church as the body of Christ, I am now going to dissect Paul’s 

‘body’ language. Swinton’s vision of ‘a church for strangers’ uses Paul’s imagery of 

the parts of the body to include those the world deems weakest; the body is 

incomplete if it does not include those who have been segregated or stigmatised.169 

Being indissolubly parts of the same body is a different order of relationship from 

being deemed fictive kin in a taxonomy of hospitality (as considered in Chapter 1). 

Thus, in talking of his friend Stephen, Swinton says, ‘He doesn’t simply have Down’s 

syndrome, the Body of Christ has Down’s syndrome’.170 Swinton later re-uses his 
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image of a chromosomally conditioned church without overt reference to being the 

author, in a survey article illustrating the popularity of ‘disabling’ either God, or the 

church as the body of Christ.171 Theological empowerment through identification 

started with Eiesland’s influential 1994 book The Disabled God. She impairs the 

scarred post-Resurrection Jesus, and also records her revelation of God confined (I 

use the word advisedly) to a breath-controlled ‘sip-puff wheelchair’.172 However, 

Swinton quotes an observation by Lynch that impairment makes sense in the context 

of the Crucifixion, but is more problematic in terms of Jesus’ resurrection body,173 to 

which I add that the resurrected Jesus passes through secured doors (John 20:19), and 

so has supernatural abilities. Similarly, in Genesis the breath or wind (ruach) from 

God moves freely across the face of the waters, and Ezekiel has a vision of the Lord 

seated on a wheeled throne which can move in many dimensions, so the implied or 

imposed restrictions on the God in Eiesland’s singular images serve her purpose, but 

do not cohere with scripture.

In his article on theologizing inclusion from 1 Corinthians 12, Brock points 

out that the humorous trope, to us, of organs addressing one another was a known 

political analogy in the ancient world.174 However, he observes that Paul is not 

reproducing Greek thought, but reiterating the covenantal relationship which was 

constitutive of Israel’s political identity.175 Nevertheless, from the perspective of 

Black and Womanist theology, Troupe queries: ‘Could it be said that, as well as 

encouraging unity, this passage could be used to promote an acceptance of the status 

quo in regards to social and economic marginalization and injustice?’, and proceeds to 
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ask who benefits locally and globally from the current distribution of power.176 Brock 

does puncture the innate condescension which lies in the inability of the church to 

discern, let alone receive, the gift of the marginalised other, by linking the oversight 

back to the ethnocentrism of interpretations of the story of the Syrophoenician 

woman. In his paraphrase of Jennings, he positions the church in her stead: 

‘ “Colonialism” names what happens when the church forgets that it as a whole lives 

off the crumbs from Israel’s table, choosing instead to think “we” are the basic entity 

to which others must be joined and made to fit’.177 His ultimate conclusion is a 

realisation of the salvific unsettling of identity: ‘But thanks to the work of Jesus 

Christ, the church is that community learning what it means that our genetic, national 

and religious status is not all there is to us’.178 Hospitality has once more been 

unearthed, in this instance as the antidote to denial and offensive privilege, in a 

reconstrual of a perhaps over-familiar text.

So, having started this section with the re-known body in the eschaton, before 

looking at the context for Paul’s writing on the body, and Brock’s voicing of 

discrimination, deformation, and reformation, I will finish with the functioning of the 

church body. My analysis of interactions and practice from the field of dementia 

studies shows how there is a need to validate the person with dementia, through touch, 

acknowledgement of emotional states, and elicitation of their stories. The first and last 

of this therapeutic triad can be seen to parallel the responses of the welcoming host, 

discussed in Chapter 1. The middle and last reflect Paul’s teaching about the 

functioning of the body of Christ, which suffers with the suffering, weeps with the 

sorrowful and rejoices with the joyful (1 Cor. 12:26; Rom. 12:15). Conversely, such 

emotional identification is also shown in the remembrance that touch and gaze are 

problematic for some, though not all, autistic people; Macaskill observes how the 
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concrete aspect of the New Testament images of the church can be overtaken by an 

unquestioned performative identity:

Where a unity that is constituted by the dynamics of social 
interactions–body language, eye contact, social signs–may be baffling 
to someone who struggles to participate in such social signification, the 
image of the church as a temple made up of many stones or a body 
made up of many organs may be readily accessible.179

Highlighting the demonstration of social capital as exclusionary may seem to 

contradict my emphasis in earlier chapters on the behaviour of the early believers, but 

my underlying contention is that welcome is a recognition of the God-given gift which 

the other brings, and so is sensitive to their contribution to the wholeness of the body 

of Christ. Macaskill is careful to emphasise that practices do not produce solidarity, 

but enact pre-existent belonging,180 hence belonging is not dependent on sanctioned 

inclusion. Thus, Swinton’s development of the thinking of the since posthumously 

disgraced Jean Vanier, in an incisive comment on inclusion: ‘To be included you just 

need to be present. To belong you need to be missed’,181 is a fitting summation to this 

chapter.

7. Conclusion

Although from some of the foregoing examples, it could be alleged that I am 

using hospitality as a synonym for social acceptance, or spiritual discernment, I am 

arguing that hospitality is a more nuanced concept which encompasses body, soul, and 

spirit, with the potential to transform social injustice and cultural indifference. 

Deploying the concept of hospitality moves conversation on the lived experience of 

dementia, learning disability, or autism beyond a medicalised discourse of brains, 

cognition, genes and chromosomes, or sensory-processing. The structuring of this 

chapter has enabled the conceptual juxtaposition of the economic and civic person 

with Paul’s transformed body politic; the somatic with the spiritual; worldly values in 

the church, with the church in the world; and earthly and divine communion. The 
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shifting of paradigms has been implicit in changing terminology and attitudes, and 

more overt in the strategy of disabling God or the church. Many parents, carers, and 

scholars have exhorted the church as the body of Christ to countercultural inclusion 

and respectful ‘bodily’ encounter. From their accounts, joyful or caring presence is 

both indicated and contested, but the need for humility, whether intellectual, spiritual, 

or in the case of the church, corporate, in the reception of people and their gifts, is 

recurrent, and is shown most prominently in the recapitulation of the stories of Peter 

and the Syrophoenician woman.

 I propose inclusive hospitality neither as a condescending palliative, nor a 

concession towards exceptional integration, but as a resource for thinking about 

relationships and practices. Despite Kilby’s critique of ill-founded metaphysical 

speculation, perichoresis is nevertheless evocative of interdependence and the 

ineffable, and hence paradoxically, of ways of being and relating which transcend the 

cognitive to subvert ‘hypercognitive’ personhood and affirm inclusion. The 

identification of Israel with Jacob who was disabled in a spiritual encounter, can thus 

be compared with the divine spiritual en-abling of profoundly disabled individuals 

promoted by Harshaw, which overturns cerebral supremacy. In accord with Harshaw, 

divine revelation is a continuing possibility, but while acknowledging her particular 

rejection of prosthetic spirituality, and notwithstanding my reservations with 

Kaniaru’s neighbourliness, I argue that mundane hospitality on the part of the church, 

as a prelude to the ultimate welcome of the Messianic banquet, can bridge the ecstatic 

and the pragmatic, even as coercive or totalising inclusion must remain suspect. 

Browning Helsel’s proposal of post-traumatic commensality establishes togetherness, 

even in the midst of continuing disadvantage, and could take tangible form in Staley’s 

multisensory liturgical meals. Christian inclusion also has a supernatural dimension, 

extending beyond removal of barriers to access; believers are not just simultaneously 

part of a local church and the worldwide church, but are encouraged by the cloud of 

witnesses, those saints who have gone before, and are ministered to by the angels who 

stand before the face of God, and may even entertain them unwittingly when 
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hospitality is practised. However, as will be outlined in the next chapter, the aim of 

hospitality is not to receive angels, but to serve those in whom Jesus is to be seen, and 

this intention is as relevant to inclusion, and the recognition of embodied personhood, 

as to a more limited, traditional definition of hospitality as the entertaining of 

strangers.
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Chapter 4

Seeing and hearing, food and stories

Complicating elements of hospitality

1. Enacting hospitality

Having looked in previous chapters at the reversibility of the guest-host 

relationship, in this chapter I will investigate food, meeting and eating, and the telling 

and hearing of stories as features of hospitality, but from unusual perspectives. In 

Chapter 3, I considered the social exclusion of people with disabilities and their 

incorporation in the body of Christ, and the possibilities of imaginative meals in 

church settings. In this chapter, I will develop hospitality beyond embodied eating by 

contrasting the practices of the early Church with performative eating, particularly 

virtual eating; liturgical innovations attracted criticism during the COVID-19 

pandemic, and so virtual Communion, and the constitution of the worshipping 

community will also be discussed, in a technological reprise of the household worship 

of Chapter 1. Additionally, having repeatedly addressed the communion of the 

Messianic banquet, in this chapter I will look at how food itself incites speculation 

about communion, and so further develop the spiritual aspect of hospitality. Food has 

a particular place in Christian hospitality, and I suggested that it can consolidate 

inclusion in the last chapter, but the space to hear and tell stories is also part of 

hospitable welcome. Historically, storytelling and the traveller’s tale are attested to in 

the myths and texts of antiquity,1 as part of the provision of hospitality; storytelling 

was obviously a significant part of Jesus’ ministry, and often took place at the meal-

table. Therefore, storytelling will be considered theologically and practically, in an 

exploration of the effects of the suppression of stories, and the inscription of stories 

on brains and bodies, as well as the imaginative potential and healing power of 

stories, and the place of storytelling in achieving political inclusion. Specifically, I 

will show the place of stories and storytelling in preserving the identity and social 
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competence of people living with dementia, and valuing the lives of those with 

learning disabilities, further to the emphasis on personhood and inclusion in the 

previous chapter. In addition, stories as the outcome of social engagement, and their 

value in community-building will be considered, alongside storytelling in mission. 

Finally, a renewed focus on seeing and listening as the precursor to hospitality and 

social transformation revisits discussion of sensory input and re-cognition from 

Chapter 3, and sets the scene for application of these insights to the Church of 

England in subsequent chapters.

1.1. Spiritual hospitality: Ministry and food

In this section, I will consider missional hospitality, how the practice of 

hospitality has been submerged by Christian tradition and hermeneutics, and the 

possibilities opened up by technology for connecting food and ritual. Writing in 2007, 

Koenig, whose earlier book on New Testament hospitality is frequently cited, 

expresses the view that churches underestimate the place of eating, and talks of a 

‘mission-meal synergy’.2 A chapter entitled ‘Fresh Expressions: What they are and 

what they are not’, in a 2012 book for pioneer ministers, itemises positive indicators 

derived from Luke 2:42–47 which include community, prayer, service, and creativity. 

The listing ends thus: ‘Hospitality is a key value and many Fresh Expressions gather 

around food’.3 Writing in 2014, Michael Moynagh is more pragmatic: ‘Food-based 

church fits into what people already have to do, which is to eat’.4 In an earlier book, 

Moynagh seeks to forecast the shape of the church in September 2020, a date 

coincident with the writing of this chapter, in a time of unforeseen pandemic-

‘siliconization’ of church, to adopt Radner’s term.5 Looking to the future from the 

year 2001, and aided by an unnamed student, Moynagh foresees churches segmented 
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by age, venue, timing, and interests, but interlinked through video diaries, and thereby 

united in concern for each other and prayer,6 in a manner, to my mind, similar to the 

pastoral intent of the apostolic epistles. Allied to this sociologically informed 

speculation, he acknowledges the appeal of parties, and proposes a sensory approach 

to evangelism through a ‘festive lifestyle’.7 An unattributed thematic quote 

emblazoned across the top of a page in a 2013 report on Fresh Expressions of church 

amongst young adults, declares somewhat triumphantly: ‘Food is the new Sunday 

service’.8 By contrast, the only mentions of hospitality in Mission-Shaped Youth are of 

pizza as an additional inducement to attend events, and the ethos of the Boiler Room 

communities inspired by the monastic tradition, which combine ‘a rhythm of prayer 

and a heart for justice with hospitality, creativity and mission, particularly to the 

poor’.9 However, Finger cautions that social practices from the past cannot be 

transposed into today’s culture, but she does concede: ‘Nevertheless, food, meals, and 

eating together continue to convey strong symbolism’.10 She continues, by asking 

thoughtfully: ‘If theology is communicated through meals, what kind of theology is 

the church communicating today?’11 She concludes with a provocative question, 

having proposed an approximation with the history of the Early Church: ‘Church 

potlucks,12 and picnics, . . . with social equals, are the closest we come to agape meals 
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of the past—and how many of us view an all-you-can-eat church potluck meal as a 

sacrament?’13 To build upon her question, I argue that the contribution of comestibles 

for such collaborative meals, whether cooked, baked, or bought, are an edible analogy 

for the different functions and spiritual giftings within the body which Paul delineates 

in 1 Corinthians 12, and that such occasions deserve due recognition. Jipp is explicit 

about the significance of such meals today: ‘The church’s hospitality meals testify that 

the defining marker of the church is that they are the recipients of God’s hospitality 

and nothing else’.14

Bradley Blue, whose work was encountered in Chapter 1, commends the logic 

of household meetings in the early Church, given that kitchen facilities and space for 

dining (and accommodation, if needed) were at hand.15 More recent work by Adams 

suggests a variety of possible meeting places, including shops, inns, warehouses, or 

even stables, but the ubiquity of the rented workshop (taberna) also makes it a likely 

venue: he sees Priscilla and Aquila as candidates for the hosting of such an assembly, 

given their (and Paul’s) occupation of tent-making.16 However, I argue that it is 

probable that the similarities which Torjesen sees between the supervisory duties of 
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leaders in the early Church, and women’s household responsibilities,17 have been 

largely unacknowledged not only because of gendered interpretations, but also 

because of continued scholarly attention to settings, rather than the management of the 

space. In my opinion, just as this similitude has been further obscured by subsequent 

ritualisation, so the reality of hospitality and a koinōnia of fictive kin relationships and 

collective distribution (Acts 2:42–47a) brought out by Finger,18 has been spiritualised 

or dismissed in like manner by being regarded simultaneously as (ir)retrievable 

attainment, or a transient, febrile episode.

From attempts to reconstruct the past from physical evidence, I now turn to the 

claim of a suppressed history of Christian hospitality. In 1973 Mary Douglas wrote 

thus on the materiality and efficacy of food:

Food is not only a metaphor or vehicle of communication; a meal is a 
physical event. . . . Food may be symbolic, but it is also as efficacious 
for feeding as roofs are for shelter, as powerful for including as gates 
and doors. Added over time, gifts of food are flows of life-giving 
substance, but long before life-saving is an issue the flows have created 
the conditions for social life. More effective than flags or red carpets 
which merely say welcome, food actually delivers good fellowship.19

In accord with her assertion of the social vitality of food, Nicholas Tuohy, a former 

chef, and now ordained minister, seeks to make food-preparation and service, and the 

women displaced from the gospel narrative, visible and valued in his account of 

Lukan mission. In rejecting a restrictive definition of ministry, he asks provocatively 

why the Christian church does not ordain ‘cooks and good hosts’ given the primacy of 

hospitality in Luke-Acts.20 Deriving inspiration from Weil’s mystical transubstantive 

impartation of self into prepared food through life-giving labour and physical transfer, 

and Heldke’s conjunction of ‘ “bodily knowledge” ’ and ‘ “emotional attachment” ’ to 
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people, tools, and the dish in question,21 he adjudges that cooks, chefs, and servers are 

effectively ‘priests and ministers’.22 Thus, his crediting of the undervalued hidden 

labour, often performed by women, concealed in the koinōnia and feasting of the early 

Church allows for the possibility of revitalising attenuated inherited ritual.

In Food and Faith, Wirzba foregrounds the embodied nature of eating and 

relations between Christians:

It is the time when we honor, nurture, and celebrate membership. 
When we eat well, with Christ in mind, heart, and stomach, we 
recognize the grace and the blessing and the mercy of these 
memberships, thereby (hopefully) becoming more graceful, grateful, 
and merciful ourselves.23

With such awareness in mind, Koenig’s suggestion of taking the term chief steward 

(architriklinos), used to describe the master of ceremonies at the wedding at Cana 

(John 2:9), and applying it metaphorically to designate church members to act like 

‘toastmasters during church meals’,24 is an interesting adjunct to Tuohy’s clericised 

cooks. Koenig envisages these trained individuals paying ‘special attention to the 

spiritual flow’ and encouraging ‘soul banquet behavior on the part of guests’.25 Paul 

himself had to admonish some of the richer church members in Corinth, and so 

alertness to the behavioural dimensions of congregation around food is not necessarily 

a hindrance to spiritual spontaneity, but should be distinguished from Newman’s 

hospitality as ‘entertainment’ which ‘requires a “religion of civility” ’.26

Further to courteous commensality, Wirzba conjoins ‘Eucharistic table 

manners’ and ‘eating towards communion’ in a chapter heading.27 More specifically, 

he shows how prevailing views on the practices of the church in Acts as inaccessible 
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could be transformed if the Eucharist is approached as a place of formation for 

hospitable eating:

At the Eucharist we receive the nurture and training we need to become 
people who participate in his healing and reconciling ways with the 
world. Eating Jesus is the ritual act that has the potential to transform 
eating in general so that it can be hospitable at its core and lead to a 
communion of life.28

He further argues that it was such imbibing of fellowship from being with Jesus, 

which finally enabled the disciples from the Emmaus road to recognise their risen 

Lord in the breaking of bread.29 The liberative potential of this realisation for a just 

hospitality can be fully apprehended if Sawicki, on seeing hunger and seeing Jesus,30 

is re-introduced and combined with the stance of Bieler and Schottroff on bread: 

‘Sacramental worship embraces a permeability in which the bread we consume at our 

kitchen tables, the bread we steal from the poor, and the bread that is consecrated and 

consumed during Holy Communion are related’.31 Schottroff develops such feminist 

mutuality into social justice and ecological activism in the concluding paragraph of 

her book, Lydia’s Impatient Sisters:

Eating together is the place of the communion of Christ’s disciples, 
who take responsibility for the bread and who do not permit the earth 
in which the grain grows to be poisoned. It does not permit the women 
and men who labor brought forth the bread to be turned into second-
class citizens. The living source of justice for all creation and for 
mutuality among human beings was and is the mutuality between 
women and men and the God who is before them.32

Finger likewise is fond of suggesting a conditional recognition of Jesus, first of all in 

an essay for a book on Christian spirituality and justice: ‘We too may not recognize 

Jesus until we break bread with those with whom he most closely identifies, those our 

society has deemed to be of least value’.33 Secondly, at the conclusion of her 2007 

book, Of Widows and Meals: Communal Meals in the Book of Acts, she re-works this 
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sentiment as an appeal to contemporary commensality and equity: ‘We too may not 

recognize Jesus unless we break bread with each other until all are satisfied and none 

are in need’.34 Having considered hospitality, the interrelation of food and equality, 

and the creation of community through spiritual formation, I now assess the presence 

of hospitality in liturgy and gesture, and start by giving an example of the persistence 

of such conformation.

1.2. Spiritual hospitality (and inhospitality): Actions and gestures

Interestingly, Kevern uses Oliver Sacks’ story of Jimmie’s decorous reception 

of the sacrament to propose the co-presence of engrained gestures and mystical 

absorption in dementia; Kevern’s conjunction of the timeless with dementia and time-

loss adds another facet to the divine presence vouchsafed, in Harshaw’s theorisation 

from the last chapter, to those with profound learning disabilities.35 Following 

Hauerwas, Swinton also sees the church more generally as a place of ‘implicit, 

precognitive and subtly physical’ gestural formation.36 Webb-Mitchell likewise 

describes the practical actions and the corporate development of empathetic 

connections necessary for ‘crafting Christians into the gestures of the Body of 

Christ’.37 Ultimately, these accounts of positive shaping derive from Jesus’ 

commission to the disciples to emulate his example of humble service. Thus, for 

Hauerwas, the church is a corporate gesture:

Liturgy is social action. Through liturgy we are shaped to live rightly 
the story of God, to become part of that story, and are thus able to 
recognize and respond to the saints in our midst. Once we recognize 
that the church is a social ethic, an ethic that is to be sure but a gesture, 
then we can appreciate how every activity of the church is a means and 
an opportunity for faithful service to and for the world. We believe that 
the gesture that is the church is nothing less than the sign of God's 
salvation of the world.38
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In the light of the focus on the inclusive body of Christ from Chapter 3, it is not 

difficult to see how the practice of hospitality fits within this understanding.

Writing in the context of diversified and multiplying eucharistic practice, 

although surely a statement with wider applicability, Ford states: ‘It makes sense that 

a vision of the Kingdom of God seen in terms of inexhaustible feasting should be 

anticipated by a wealth of diverse forms of celebration’.39 A paradoxical lack of 

diversity amidst unanticipated diversity of form, arising from the legal requirement to 

stay at home during the first wave of pandemic SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus in the 

Spring of 2020 will be considered next. Anderson challenges the default assumptions 

of online service-leaders and liturgists,40 and writes acerbically about the self-directed 

gesture, offered as a concession to the solitary in the course of online worship during 

lockdown, of which offering the peace to a pet in the absence of a fellow human, is 

perhaps the most egregious.41 She dismisses a supposed reversion to authentic 

household worship during the pandemic, which references the early Church, but 

assumes the modern nuclear family as the norm.42 She writes with finality about 

virtual liturgies which overlook the single-person household, and the incoherent 

‘ritual logic’ of enjoined acts, which in their ‘autonomous self sufficiency’ are 

efficaciously the opposite:

But a church that is designed around the domestic worship of the 
family, and which asks the rest of us to take our own communion, 
wash our own feet, and pass the peace to ourselves, is honestly not a 
church that I can imagine myself as part of at all. And for me, that is an 
even more urgent problem than whether a pixelated image on a screen 
can confect a valid eucharist.43

Similarly, as an onlooker, MacDougall worries about the viewed church service as ‘a 

one-way mirror’,44 which recalls the solipsism of Everett’s magically mirrored self 
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released from cultural imperatives.45 At least the latter could extricate herself from the 

surrounding culture, albeit by dubious means, but Anderson fears the self-regarding 

projection of the broadcast family (with pets) as normative. In this regard, 

MacDougall’s insistence that Holy Communion ‘is not meant to be watched. It is 

meant to be ingested’, is palpable.46

In the course of her argument, Anderson relates the failure to take into account 

those living alone, or those for whom their homes are not safe places, to Paul’s plea 

for the Corinthians to wait for one another (1 Cor. 11:33).47 Brittain marshals 

arguments that the lockdown furore around ‘virtual Communion’ is symptomatic of 

individualism, because traditionally, the physical gathering of the church as a 

community has been seen as essential.48 Elsewhere, Brittain also uses the same 

passage from 1 Corinthians as Anderson, to make clear that, for so long as it remains 

unsafe or impractical for many, eventual meeting together is similarly divisive and 

exclusionary, and any celebration of Holy Communion would be encouraging 

participation in an ‘unworthy manner’ (1 Cor. 11:29).49 He observes pointedly, that 

historically, Christians are known for their service during times of crisis, not their 

persistence in eucharistic practice.50 The initial statement from the Church of England 

after the lockdown was announced in March 2020 gave the impression of being more 

concerned with order, and delimiting Holy Communion than pastoral concern, 

although the imminence of Holy Week in less than a fortnight obviously required 

clarity. Rather than endorsing widespread adoption of the communal agape meal 
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shared by some churches on Maundy Thursday evening, it stated: ‘It should be 

emphasised, . . . that such meals, whether conducted online or in the home, are 

distinct from the celebration of Holy Communion, which must be presided over by a 

priest’. 51 It was acknowledged under the subsequent heading ‘Holy Communion on 

Maundy Thursday and Easter Day’, that some ‘may choose to abstain from celebration 

of the sacrament of Holy Communion for such time as this is not physically accessible 

to lay people. They may choose to follow this course of action intentionally for the 

duration of the present emergency’.52 Amidst encouraging such solidarity and 

advocating the practice of spiritual communion, the statement also contained the 

following:

Participants in a streamed service of Holy Communion should not be 
encouraged to place bread and wine before their screens. Joining 
together to share in the one bread and the one cup as those physically 
present to one another is integral to the service of Holy Communion; 
this is not possible under the current restrictions, and it is not helpful to 
suggest otherwise. Any idea of the ‘remote consecration’ of the bread 
and wine should be avoided.53

However, advice issued in June by the Recovery Group of the House of Bishops had 

to concede that some had taken matters into their own hands (literally):

We recognise a real desire of many for some physical engagement 
during the online celebration of Holy Communion. In some cases, 
participants in online services have consumed bread and wine in their 
own homes during the service. Whilst we recognize [sic] that this 
practice may have value for some, participants should not be 
encouraged to believe that any bread and wine brought before screens 
during online Holy Communion has been ‘remotely consecrated’. 
However, we commend the questions raised by this practice for further 
theological reflection.54
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Indeed, Anglican priest and theologian Richard A. Burridge now asks in 2022: 

‘How do we hear what the Spirit is saying to the churches?’, as he advocates for the 

validity of online Communion.55 His book is essentially a disguised apologia for his 

personal celebration of Communion on Zoom during the pandemic with a select group 

of academics, ecclesiastics, and other worthies;56 he describes his own disbelief at the 

eventual scope of ‘what began as a “bit of fun” experiment’ on 25th March 202057 

(the day after the first lockdown began in the United Kingdom).58 He argues at one 

point for the possibilities of simultaneous concelebration, but acknowledges the need 

for the full participation of the laity;59 the fact therefore that Loveday Alexander, one 

of the authors of the official June advice quoted above, took part in his services, 

which involved participants intentionally placing their own bread and wine so as to be 

visible on camera,60 is an example of rank hypocrisy.61 Legislation that came into 

force on 26th March 2020 permitted the broadcast of an act of worship, but the 

Church forbade broadcasting or livestreaming from churches;62 the Archbishop of 

Canterbury has since stated: ‘ “If I had the time again, I would be more cautious about 

closing the churches” ’.63 I suggest that the enforced move online gave grounds for 

revisiting the spirit and intent of Paul’s instructions, as everyone could have 
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communicated at home, if not prohibited. Such a concession would have meant that as 

restrictions eased, provision would have existed for those who did not feel safe to 

gather in-person, or were unable to do so.

Burridge’s wording, the participation of Alexander, and at least one bishop 

(other senior clerics were aware of the proceedings, although it is not entirely clear at 

what point from Burridge’s account), merely serve to illustrate clerical impunity and 

privilege, when the laity were implicitly discouraged from a spontaneous equivalent 

practice of consuming their own bread and wine in front of a screen.64 The report 

British Ritual Innovation under COVID-19 published in September 2021 reflected 

broadly on religions and pandemic ritual but, with regard to the Church of England, it 

found:

For whatever reason, C of E clergy seem less aware of or attuned to the 
experiences that their worshippers have had during this pandemic than 
others. We would suggest that this experiential disconnect, even if 
mended by a resumption of ‘ordinary,’ in-person services, is likely to 
affect the relationship between C of E clergy and laity going forward.65

This observation is backed up by McKenna’s analysis of data from the Coronavirus, 

Church & You survey conducted by Village and Francis in 2020: lay people described 

the experience of having to watch clergy receive communion while they themselves 

were expected to make a spiritual communion as ‘alienating’, ‘hurtful’, or the cause of 

‘enormous resentment’.66 I contend that the pandemic offered the scope for the 
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recovery of the ‘ascetic eucharists’ of bread and water which McGowan documents in 

early Christianity, as these elements are commonly ready to hand, and this 

reinvestiture for the duration of the restrictions on meetings would have given a sense 

of historical continuity, but also marked the anomalous nature of the celebration under 

abnormal circumstances.67

2. Feasting, facing, and eating

Having considered differential access to sacraments and liturgical 

inhospitality, I now intend to revert to consideration of eucharistic hospitality through 

the lens of holistic spiritual feasting, which necessarily involves the transcendent, and 

so is focused on the sight of God, or the awareness of the presence of God in fellow 

feasters. In his book Self and Salvation David F. Ford delineates, in one magisterial 

sentence, a Christianity of enfaced facial encounter, humility and hospitality:

Christianity is characterised by the simplicity and complexity of facing: 
being faced by God, embodied in the face of Christ; turning to face 
Jesus Christ in faith; being members of a community of the face; 
seeing the face of God reflected in creation and especially in each 
human face, with all the faces in our heart related to the presence of the 
face of Christ; having an ethic of gentleness (praütes) towards each 
face; disclaiming any overview of others and being content with 
massive agnosticism about how God is dealing with them; and having 
a vision of transformation before the face of Christ ‘from glory to 
glory’ that is cosmic in scope, with endless surprises for both 
Christians and others.68

Ford continues: ‘This salvation, or health, is about full hospitality and full worship. 

The facing is fulfilled in feasting’, and he qualifies this with the first of several 

cautions, ‘but for the joy of that celebration to be holy it needs to have come by way 

of sharing food with the hungry’.69 I have earlier reflected on a koinōnia of 

enfacement in the early Christian community in the work of Pattison,70 a hospitality of 
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surprises in Koenig (and Ross),71 and the feeding of the hungry in Hoad.72 However, 

for Ford, facing God-ward must be understood as literally confrontational: ‘The story 

is of one who while facing his disciples commands a practice which will be continued 

in face to face meals and looks towards the ultimate confrontation when “he comes” 

(1. Cor. 11.26) or “it is fulfilled in the kingdom of God” (Luke.22.16) [sic]’.73

Ford expands on his sense of the kingdom of God in relation to the eucharist: 

‘a glorious ecology of blessing is the climactic vision of the Kingdom of God. . . . The 

eucharist generates a habitus of blessing and offers a hospitality which incorporates 

people and the material world by blessing’.74 While emphasising the necessary 

obedience of the participant ‘eucharistic self’, Ford sees in the repeated occasion, 

‘one’s ordinary life taken up into the drama of God’s hospitable participation in the 

world’.75 He differs from Pattison in being more anamnestic and less prospective, 

calling for an ‘unrepressed sense of death through celebrating “the Lord’s death until 

he comes” ’.76 From a visionary perspective, Winter speculates, as a Catholic, on the 

constitutive elements of life and an extensive eucharistic hospitality:

Life exists through processes that are similar to a meal. To nourish and 
be nourished, consume and be consumed, feed and be fed are 
fundamental to the universe. The fiery forces in outer space feed into 
the birth of new and expanding galaxies. Wind feeds and fans the 
flame, rain reinvigorates the barren ground, sunlight sustains 
vegetation, giving energy for seeds to form and flower in a cycle of life 
that never ends, vegetation sustains other species, and life within other 
species is maintained by feeding oneself and one another. The universe 
is really one gigantic sacramental meal, a cosmic eucharist. To those 
who have eyes to see it as such, signs and symbols abound, 
encouraging us to reconsider our own place and our own role at this 
universal table.77

It is only the sheer illimitability of the food web and the hospitality that she conjures 

which sustains her comparison of the mundane, the galactic, and the mystic.78 As a 
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charismatic evangelical, it is perhaps predictable that Stibbe’s invitational hospitality 

should expand into a paradigm of revival, but for it to culminate not only with 

transformation of society, but also transformation ‘of the environment, of the planet’, 

is more unexpected.79 Thus, within these spiritual perspectives of creation and 

redemption, hospitality is intrinsic to Life (not just human life).

Wirzba is more grounded in his views, but also sees the Eucharist as 

microcosmic participation, in his extension of hosting to the non-human world, and 

rejection of the careless consumption of foodstuffs without thanksgiving:

eaters of Jesus are invited to extend his ministries of attention and 
welcome, feeding and forgiving, and healing and reconciliation. These 
are ministries that require us to remember others and keep them in our 
hearts and minds. Remembering Jesus, in other words, inspires us to 
remember others. Eaters of Jesus thus become hosts to the world who 
consider, respect, and serve the integrity of those who co-abide with 
them.80

This has some similarities with Probyn, who, despite concentrating on carnal 

appetites, makes the suggestion that eating ‘can be a mundane exposition of the 

visceral nature of our connectedness and distance from each other, from ourselves and 

from our social environment’.81 Furthermore, Wirzba implies that listening needs to 
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extend to creation, and intimates that if we silence the psalmic praise of the 

non-human created order, then it will witness against us for our mismanagement of 

the earth’s resources.82 For Wirzba, ‘eating is a sharing in the primordial, eternal 

hospitality that is a mark of God’s Triune life’,83 and these themes of hospitality and 

divine identity can be seen as reiterating themes from previous chapters of the 

interplay between commensality and communion. He is drawn to wonder:

Would it go too far to suggest that in our eating we have the invitation 
and the opportunity to learn the art of Trinitarian donation? Though the 
eating characteristic of creaturely life is hardly a perfect realization of 
Triune giving and receiving, eating may nonetheless be one of our 
most practical entry points into what the full measure of life is all 
about.84

His unexpected question offers another perspective on the perichoretic hospitality of 

Chapter 3, and disrupts the short-sighted cultural contingency identified by Kilby in 

her critique of accounts of the social Trinity.85 Wirzba unites the early Church and 

creation in a definition of hospitality as supreme care and realisation of God-given life 

and identity:

In this account [Acts 2:42] we can see that breaking bread together is 
far more than a fueling event. It can be a radical, prophetic act of 
hospitality that is founded upon God’s primordial and sustaining 
hospitality whereby the whole world is created, nurtured, and given the 
freedom to be itself’.86

His sentiments echo those of McDowell on Eucharistic ‘feasting in the future of God’, 

wherein David F. Ford’s ‘radical’ activity of the Holy Spirit ‘in a world plagued by 

multiple hungers and ir-respons-ible satieties’, has been conjoined with Schmemann’s 

vision that ‘the whole creation becomes what it always was to be and yet failed to 

be’.87 Wells writes similarly to Wirzba, but from a solely human perspective, on 
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Communion and communion, and of the duly forgiven, reconciled, and instructed, 

gathered church:

God’s purpose has been fully communicated to his people and it has 
been fully embodied in their life. The veil between earth and heaven is 
being drawn aside, and the simple actions of sharing food anticipate 
the beautiful simplicity of life with God forever. This is a moment of 
revelation, for the true life of the saints is ‘hidden with Christ in God’ 
(Colossians 3:3), and now it is made plain. Christ is being revealed 
through the taking, breaking and sharing of bread and wine, and ‘When 
Christ who is your life is revealed, then you also will be revealed with 
him in glory’ (Colossians 3:4).88

The preceding perspectives all serve to illustrate the centrality of hospitality in the 

economy of God, and the meal as telos, further demonstrating the relevance of this 

enquiry, and the need for a fuller exposition of hospitality in the life and mission of 

the Church of England. Moving away from the awestruck and grateful communicant, I 

will now consider selfish eating.

2.1. Sacred and secular savouring

Christian eating, whether meal or liturgy, proclaims an alternative regime of 

ingestion and consumption through re-minding, sensory regulation, recollection and 

prospective celebration, and does not forget gratitude, or redistribution. It is precisely 

because the shared meals of the early Christians do not equate with Claude Grignon’s 

present day ‘segregative commensality’ of secretive, exclusive indulgence, whereby a 

‘group shows itself so freely to itself only because it is out of sight of strangers – what 

part of the memorable pleasure that the participants get from the meeting is due to the 

feeling of the deprivation of the “others” (who do not even know “what they are 

missing”)’,89 that those believers experienced koinōnia. With regard to unawareness 
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of deprivation, feminist geographers Hayes-Conroy and Hayes-Conroy investigate the 

intersection of the materiality of food and ideology, and discuss how proponents of 

Slow Food, or indeed oppressed groups, might find ‘ways of motivating new visceral 

political imaginaries that engage not just intellectual but also corporeal, molecular 

commitment to food alternatives’, so as to recognise there are alternatives to the 

corporate-industrial food system.90 Accordingly they argue for a reclamation of taste 

through resistance, mobilisation, and interdisciplinarity,91 which can be compared 

with the observations of Goodman, Johnston, and Cairns, in their overview of the 

intersection of capitalism and mediated food landscapes, food as ‘eater-tainment’, and 

the production of a ‘visceral’ biopolitics from the discourses around the regulation of 

eating.92 Hence, the foregoing focus of Christian eating and hospitality on immanent 

sociality, ecological awareness, meeting need, and transcendent relationality can be 

seen as disengaging church feasting from performative eating and alienated food.

In her thesis on the Slow Food movement, Bentia explores the training of taste 

and attention, and she comes up with the phrase ‘sensory pageantry’ to mean ‘a 

pattern of sensuous perceptual activity which lends the relation between people and 

food an agentive character through heightened forms of stimulation’.93 Her eagerness 
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to claim significance through a neologism leads to an incoherence between the 

essential simplicity of Slow Food and the elaborateness of pageantry. Nevertheless, 

Wirzba cherishes delight in his defence of the conviviality of Slow Food against 

recurrent charges of elitism.94 However, Brabazon rightly sees Slow Food as ‘a 

symptom and a proxy for our need to address – rather than market and fetishize – the 

injustices in the international food regime’.95 But, there remains an essential spiritual 

difference between elaborated eating and the humble thankfulness and 

acknowledgement of ecological interdependence advocated by Wirzba. In his 

journalistic take on the commercialisation of food-based mass-gatherings, and the 

adulation of celebrity chefs, Poole draws an analogy between food-culture and the 

culture of rock music in the coinage ‘feastival’,96 thus showing how the derivation of 

festival from the Latin festus (feast) has been obscured. Such commercialised 

diversity notwithstanding, Ford is inclusive in his theological defence of embodied 

enjoyment through food traditions and bodily practices: ‘Anything that heals and 

enhances savouring the world through our senses may feed into a salvation that 

culminates in feasting’.97 His promotion of sensorial savouring can be contrasted with 

Lavis’ exploration of so-called ‘food porn’ and eating in cyberspace, wherein she 

quotes Gohar who describes food porn as ‘salvation for those hungry at their desks’.98 

Hence the ‘linguistic and corporeal slippage from “salvation” to “satiation” ’ outlined 

by Lavis, as the imaginings of ‘salivating bodies’ substitute for actual ingestion and 

fullness.99 So having moved from sensuality to deprivation, and thence from eating to 

inanition, I now intend to consider digital food further.
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Any discussion of the sensory, particularly when written during a pandemic, 

needs to consider internet connectivity: the debates which arose about online 

consecration and synchronised self-service communion were alluded to earlier,100 but 

the differences between online and offline Church will be considered in Chapter 7. In 

discussing virtuality, materiality and eschatology in 2002, Ward pointed out the 

essential amorality of cyberspace in its perpetuation of the social inequalities hidden 

behind ‘infinite, frictionless surfing through light’.101 Quoting the poet Yeats, he sees 

it as providing ‘an artifice of eternity’, which he termed ‘virtuality without virtue’.102 

Such streamlined encounter and the concealment of digital exclusion can be 

contrasted with, on the one hand, the quest to levitate food acoustically for 

‘entertainment’ and to promote ‘wellbeing’,103 when on the other hand, increasing 

numbers of people in the United Kingdom have to rely routinely on foodbanks for 

unsuspended basic foodstuffs.104 The intensified reality within the multisensorial 

experience of eating advanced by both Pattison and Ford, and implied in Isaiah 25:6–

8, as discussed at length in Chapter 2, comes from divine encounter, not a human-

computer interface, but I discuss the screen as portal in Chapter 7. In their description 
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of ‘visual hunger’ in a digital world, Spence et al. consider the physiological and 

behavioural elicitation of ‘eating with our eyes’.105 To utilise Adema’s words on 

television cookery, this is ‘vicarious consumption’ by ‘food voyeurs’,106 but such 

optic insatiability is at variance with the facial engagement of the gathered early 

believers depicted by Pattison. Therefore, his intercepted gaze should be distinguished 

from the asymmetry implicit in MacDougall’s concern about online Communion 

services during the pandemic threatening to overturn the ‘liturgical reforms that ended 

the practice of ocular communion because it disempowers the laity and insults the 

priesthood of all believers’.107 Nevertheless, medieval avidity for efficacious ritual can 

fruitfully be compared with the digitally-absorbed in their craving for online 

connection, and I will conclude this section with a consideration of food and digital 

attention.

In 2019 Spence, Mancini, and Huisman investigated ‘digital commensality’, or 

‘eating in the company of technology’: digitally-mediated dining ranges from generic 

‘tele-dining’ or platform-specific ‘Skeating’ (both equally infelicitous terms), to the 

trend in Asia for watching, or emulating, the Korean phenomenon of Mukbang, or 

broadcast (binge-)eating.108 In addition to digitally-facilitated eating, there are also the 

screen-engrossed who, as distracted digital diners,109 can once more be contrasted 

with Pattison’s sensorily-engaged believers experiencing spiritual revelation. 

Revelation afforded by engaged self-giving is also evoked by Moltmann:

The presence of eternity comes about in the wholly and entirely lived 
moment through undivided presence in the present. If I am wholly 
there – if I give myself wholly – if I expose myself wholly – if I am 
able to linger wholly – then I experience present eternity.110
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Moltmann resists the routinisation of encounter through attentiveness, and this can 

usefully be considered in conjunction with the earlier discussion of the Slow Food 

movement, which rejects commercialisation and seeks to enrich the experience of 

food and dining. I will now consider attentive listening and self-exposure through 

storytelling.

3. Life stories

Having taken food and divine revelation from the first century to the 

twenty-first, and from the table, to the environment, and the cosmos, with a detour 

through the excesses and the ethereality of the worldwide web, I now make the shift to 

another form of orality with the story. Jesus often taught through stories, and the 

hearing, and bearing of stories is a necessary part of the hospitable inclusion 

advocated in Chapter 3, as is so poignantly illustrated by John Killick, whose work 

will be discussed subsequently. Stories are an element of hospitable welcome, and so 

figuratively cross the threshold of personhood, in their representations of self and 

others. For instance, Kearney writes on the importance of stories for identity and 

social engagement:

our life becomes an answer to the question, ‘who?’ – usually addressed 
to us by another – in so far as we tell our life-story to ourselves and to 
others. This telling furnishes each of us with a sense of being a 
‘subject’ capable of acting and committing ourselves to others.111

Accordingly, I will explore stories as revelations of agency and identity, and as a 

means of achieving political representation. Gerdsen addresses the context for stories, 

and quotes the poet Pádraig Ó Tuama, before musing on spacious hospitality, 

exposure, and interdependence:

‘It is in the shelter of each other that the people live. It is also in the 
shadow of each other that the people live’. . . . Sharing a meal in 
someone’s home, asking questions and really listening for the heartfelt 
response, being unafraid of discomfort, silence, or pain. Radical 
hospitality means whoever you are there is space. It is about presence 
and listening, noticing and invitation. It asks us to keep opening 
ourselves a little wider and at the same time drawing closer. Shadow 
and shelter, we need each other.112
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Catholic priest Henri Nouwen stresses that ‘every human being is called upon to be a 

healer’, and he relates this to listening to the stories of strangers.113 For him, healing 

means firstly, ‘allowing strangers to become sensitive and obedient to their own 

stories’:

In the telling of their stories, strangers befriend not only their host but 
also their own past. So healing is the receiving and full understanding 
of the story so that strangers can recognize in the eyes of their host 
their own unique way that leads them to the present and suggests the 
direction in which to go.114

For Nouwen listening is vocational for listener, and ultimately for the guest, but 

Ashworth critiques Nouwen, and others, for writing from the dominant position of 

host,115 despite Nouwen’s declaration of a universal commission. Pohl explains the 

consequences of unexamined status:

The normative practice of hospitality, which in addition to providing 
food and shelter to strangers also includes recognition, community, and 
the possibility of transcending social difference, requires hosts who are 
in some way marginal to prevailing social structures and meanings. 
Without this marginal dimension, the relation between hosts and guests 
often serves the more conservative function of reinforcing existing 
social relations and hierarchies.116

Furthermore, Gittins critiques the notion of ‘extending’ hospitality in mission as a 

self-centred retention of power and control: ‘It is in the role of outsider, recipient, 

listener and itinerant, quite as much as from the position of the insider, donor, speaker 

and settler, that Jesus creates and undertakes his ministry, and commissions others to 

do likewise’.117 Writing on the missionary and conversion, but in a statement with 

general application, Gittins cautions against any sense of superior wisdom:

We are sent, moreover, to be in relation (communio, koinonia) with 
people who are not merely receptive ears and willing re-actors, but 
speakers of words of life and conversations, capable initiators 
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themselves, and ultimately agents under God, of our own ongoing 
conversion.118

Given such reciprocity, Ruddick similarly concludes that ‘the vulnerability of 

encounter’ is destabilising and ‘prevents paternalism’: ‘In this way it offers the hope 

of creating genuine community cohesion in which the personhood of each individual 

is affirmed while the challenge of difference enables us all to change’.119

From a subaltern position, Betcher describes how the disabled and their 

‘socially abjected bodies’ are frequently cast in the involuntary role of confessor to a 

culture which denies mortality.120 This maps onto Jones’ formulation of the body in 

medicine and culture as ‘specimen and spectacle’.121 As a woman with an acquired 

disability, Betcher speculates about being the object for the vicarious rehearsal of 

story: ‘Does that offensive gaze also, underneath it all, ask the question, How do you 

do it?’122 She suggests that ‘the wisdom of an abject authority’ enables the onlooker to 

‘try on’ a superimposed narrative.123 Her perspective can be compared with Swinton’s 

characterisation of stigma as ‘a way of stealing someone’s story and forcing them to 

accept a false identity’.124 Thus, having discovered the story as a bridge to a healing 

understanding and the disabling story, I will now consider how these intersect in the 

experience of dementia, as a means of presenting storytelling as more than anecdote, 
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or superfluous activity, but as a deeply creative spiritual practice, integral to life, not 

merely hospitality.

3.1. Stories, reality, and the storied self

Countering Platonic metaphysics, Kevern evolves a definition of personhood 

in dementia as ‘the story of a life lived in history. In other words, the “person” is 

constituted and communicated not as some faculty of self-awareness, but as a 

narrative in which choices made in the past have consequences in the future’.125 This 

formulation is amply illustrated by Stokes: he relates how a characteristic act of 

sympathetic generosity vindicated a man when his capacity to write a valid will was 

brought into question after his death.126 However, a self consequent on choice, still 

privileges the pre-existent ability to choose without taking into account structural 

restrictions which may exist.127 Spirituality is also acknowledged as an important 

element of life story work,128 and can be broadly defined by as ‘the search for that 

which gives zest, energy, meaning and identity to a person’s life, in relation to all 

other people, and to the wider world’.129 This quest can be contrasted with Randall’s 

proposal of resilience in older age as ‘a function of narrative openness’: ‘It’s a 
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function of a good strong story, a story of oneself and one’s world that has a healthy 

strain of irony running through it’.130 His construction is problematic, because it 

implies a universal value to a philosophy of distanced observation, which he tries to 

soften with the phrase ‘affectionate detachment’,131 whilst also assuming that strength, 

however conceived,132 is a desirable quality. By contrast, MacKinlay frames humour 

more positively as a means to achieve self-transcendence in later life.133 Moreover, 

MacKinlay and Brain use Paul’s analogy of treasure in clay vessels (2 Cor. 4:7) to 

propose stories as a means of exchanging a wisdom of weakness between the 

generations,134 which further extends Kevern’s historied self, and supplements 

discussion of personhood from Chapter 3.

From stories and existential meaning, I turn to meaning-making through 

stories. Adopting Morton’s illuminating phrase, Nakashima Brock alludes to the 

finding of meaning as being overtaken by ‘fantastic coherence’: ‘our experience 

pivots into coherence from incoherence, such insight arrives as a gift, a breakthrough 

erupting from heretofore scattered fragments under the power of new connections, 

both to ourselves and to others’.135 There is a stark contrast between such associative 

felicity, and those with dementia who are ‘narratively dispossessed’ by an insistence 

on linear storylines,136 and I will now look at strategies to capture the threads of story. 

Baldwin relates the dangerous consequences when ‘narrative dispossession’ is 
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confronted by ‘narrative illiteracy’.137 For him, ‘narrative agency’ is part of shaping an 

emergent plot in a values-driven process of defining life trajectory after a diagnosis of 

dementia.138 Thus, self-told stories interlink with those of others, organisations and 

meta-narratives in a ‘narrative web’; stories are superimposed, selectively re-told, or 

submerged as some narratives are privileged,139 but ‘narrative literacy’ in sensitive 

hearers produces a quilted narrative where ‘narrative is the very essence of the 

quilt’.140 This sense of crafting narrative comes to the fore again in an example of a 

story-stimulus given by Buse and Twigg, who show how texture, fabric, and clothing, 

whether kept or discarded, can ‘materialise’ a biography and enable continuity of 

identity.141 The place of ‘mundane creativity’, seen in humour, or neologisms as a 

means of surmounting word-finding difficulties, is emphasised by Bellass et al.142 

Despite such collaborative storying, Kitwood and Bredin caution against the 

false assumption of an objective ‘reality’, which invalidates the experiences of those 

who are cognitively challenged, and they show instead how differing priorities direct 

our attention.143 Later in the same book they commend attention to the feelings behind 

the ‘reality’ of hallucinations and delusions.144 As a professional storyteller, Kotai-

Ewers frames this process as ‘embracing the irrational’ and venturing into the 
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‘labyrinth of story’.145 Crisp argues, insightfully, for the realisation that for the person 

with dementia ‘past and present, fact and fantasy tend to get jumbled up together, 

much as happens in dreams, and yet — again, just as in dreams — can seem 

completely real’, and she suggests that thinking of their stories as ‘waking dreams’ 

may help make them seem ‘less strange and even suggest ways of understanding them 

better’.146 Similarly, Kitwood calls for ‘a kind of poetic awareness; that is to look for 

the significance of metaphor and allusion rather than pursuing meaning with a kind of 

relentless tunnel vision’.147 Less positively, in a book seeking to re-imagine dementia, 

Hydén writes of the ‘broken’ stories in which listeners become ‘entangled’;148 his 

description duplicates the characteristic brain-changes of amyloid plaques and 

neurofibrillary tangles (whether consciously or not). By thus succumbing to pathetic 

fallacy, he stigmatises the person with dementia, even as he supposedly advocates 

storytelling as a ‘relevant’ activity.149

3.2. The power of stories

Given the otherwise remorseless stress on logic and presence, there is an 

element of self-excusing hypocrisy in the process identified by Kitwood and Bredin, 

of distancing those with dementia who ‘very largely live in the present’, from ‘us’ in 

our distractibility.150 Such pervasive cognitive dissonance makes dementia a difficult 

topic to confront. Moreover, John Killick has shown through his work of listening and 

transcription of the words of those with the condition that awareness can be painful 

for them.151 He subsequently acknowledged the toll that the holding and recording of 
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unresolved memories and feelings had on him.152 Nevertheless, Karen MacKinlay in 

her article on listening to people with dementia, relates how she was told by a woman 

with dementia that being listened to made her ‘feel more human’.153 Furthermore, 

Kitwood offers reassurance to those eliciting stories:

As we discover the person who has dementia we also discover 
something of ourselves. For what we ultimately have to offer is not 
technical expertise but ordinary faculties raised to a higher level; our 
power to feel, to give, to stand in the shoes of another through the use 
of our imagination.154

Such empathic projection and extension of the self is to be distinguished from the 

self-centred repudiation of cultural norms evinced by Everett and discussed in 

Chapter 3.155 Composer and academic June Boyce-Tillman uses a performance piece 

to contrast the willing repetition of motherese in language-acquisition, with how 

repetition is begrudged in the face of memory loss,156 so much depends on the 

interlocutor. The members of the Bristol Collaborative Writing Group achieve a 

sympathetic visual representation of memory loss in a poignant collaborative piece 

which claims the persistence of story. They evoke ‘memory and forgettory’157 by 

interspersing their prose and poetry with elongated repetitions of consonants and 

vowels which mimic the struggle to capture elusive thoughts: 

‘rrreemmeemmbbbbeerrriiiinnnggggffffoorrrgggeeetttiiinnnggg’;158 variants of this 

distorted syllable salad recur at intervals in the text, including the truncated 

‘Rrreemmbberrngforgettiinng’, where syllabic omission tells its own tale.159 The 
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concluding sentence of the article defiantly asserts that stories are ‘there’ regardless of 

the ability to remember them.160

Alienation from the stories that are told can arise just as much in the lives of 

people with learning disabilities, as in dementia. Swinton et al. alert their readers that 

people with ‘profound intellectual disabilities can easily become the victims of 

constructions of their stories that they do not own’,161 and they conceive of the 

theological possibilities of the ‘counterstory’ to challenge dominant narratives.162 

Even so, Harshaw asks trenchantly, of a non-verbal man with learning disabilities, 

known only through the tender, but secondary report of his mother: ‘Who owns the 

copyright to Brian?’163 Challengingly, even to my thesis, which relies on previously 

published material, Donnison proposes representation within policy debates as vital: 

‘When people tell their own stories they begin to gain some control over the use made 

of their pain and are less likely to be treated as case studies in someone else’s news 

story or research report’.164 An alternative form of liberation through story is recorded 

by Demmons in her account of her meetings with a woman with intellectual 

disabilities living in an institution, who was able to bestow ongoing worldwide 

adventures on an imaginary dog, despite her own confinement.165 Demmons 
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characterises this experience of vicarious freedom as ‘tacit’ knowledge of God 

through the exercise of creativity.166 The importance of moving beyond a patronising 

‘welcome’, and also the necessity for coupling church meals with active listening and 

storytelling is illustrated starkly by Walsh’s retelling of an account of modern slavery 

in America that took place ‘for the better part of 35 years’:

Most challengingly for me, perhaps all of us, is the fact that these 
exploited men with intellectual and developmental disabilities did 
indeed attend church services and sit next to pastors and congregants at 
church suppers through the years, while visibly showing signs of their 
mistreatment and sometimes complaining gently about their plight. But 
they were ‘welcomed’ at the church.167

I have earlier portrayed storytelling as generative, in providing opportunities not only 

for self-expression, but also representation, visibility, and valorisation in the wider 

culture, and thereby contributing to the inclusion promulgated in Chapter 3, but this 

example shows how stories have to be heard and received for them to be liberative. 

Savage’s concise expression of the value of being heard, included in a volume on 

changing ecclesiology and Fresh Expressions, is unarguable: ‘The experience of being 

listened to is so close to the experience of being loved as to be indistinguishable’.168

4. Telling stories: an interlude

Having touched upon the pathologised story, the therapeutic power of storying, 

and the ignored story, I will now transition into the gospel story, by way of a story 

about a paradoxical lack of story. John Drane relates a moving midnight encounter 

with a gang of youths in Dunblane after the horrific shooting of sixteen young 

children and their teacher in 1996. Having brought sixteen small candles, and one 

larger candle, to the school gates, and lit them with their cigarette butts, the youths are 

at a loss for words, until they recognise that the nearby Drane is a minister.169 They 

invite him to join them and he prays through his own tears.170 Before leaving, some 
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expressed either, a need to change, a wish to be able to trust God, or a desire for hope, 

as they abandoned a knife and a bike chain amidst the floral tributes of the day.171 

Drane makes the comparison between this inarticulate, instinctive, symbolic 

repentance and a Church ‘in love with words, doctrines, rational arguments and 

statements about faith’.172 He proceeds to ask: ‘Could it be that we Christians are 

somehow imprisoned in a kind of cognitive captivity?’,173 which casts an interesting 

sidelight on Post’s assessment of a ‘hypercognitive’ society.174 However, I contend 

that Drane’s comment cannot be generalised to the present, given the diversity of 

approaches to presentation of the gospel which follow. Drane places effective 

evangelism in the intersection between personal stories of vulnerability, God’s story, 

and Bible stories,175 which will be shown in the next section to overlap with Morisy’s 

enrichment of experience and capacity, so further disrupting his assessment of 

monolithic intellectualism.

4.1. Telling stories

Having discussed the efficacy of story in contributing to identity, and proposed 

story as a challenge to dogmatic rigidity, in this section I will look at the importance 

of stories in mission, and as part of hospitality, starting with the open-endedness of 

evangelistic story. Cross describes storytellers in Scottish culture as ‘tradition 

bearers’, and talks of a ‘held limitless space’ initiated by the narrator as they feel the 

atmosphere of the ‘story space’, which is then sustained by the audience.176 Similarly, 

for Amerding ‘story exegesis’ of the Old Testament creates the listener, is 

 199 

  

 ———————————————————————————— 
169 

John William Drane, Faith in a Changing Culture: Creating Churches for the Next Century, 

originally published as Evangelism for a New Age by Marshall Pickering, 1994, revised ed. (London: 

Marshall Pickering, 1997), 29–30.

170 

Ibid., 30.

171 

Ibid.

172 

Ibid., 31.

173 

John William Drane, Faith in a Changing Culture, 31. Cf. Jill Harshaw, God Beyond Words, 136. 

See Chapter 3, section 3, 144.

174 

Stephen G. Post, The Moral Challenge of Alzheimer Disease (Baltimore, MD; London: John 

Hopkins University Press, 1995), cited in Post, “Respectare,” 231.

175 

John William Drane, Faith in a Changing Culture, 67–68.

176 

Beth Cross, “Feeling My Way Into Story Space: Lessons for Research from Storyteller Duncan 

Williamson,” Emotion, Space and Society 2, no. 2 (December 2009): 101. 

doi:10.1016/j.emospa.2009.07.001.



participative, encourages emotional response, and addresses ‘the spiritual hunger of 

our day’ through coherent and engaging narrative.177 Anglican priest and proponent of 

Fresh Expressions of church, Ian Mobsby, missioner to the Moot community, 

advocates an open-ended discipleship of ‘wonderment exploration’ which uses image 

and story and draws upon Berryman’s Godly Play and Walter Brueggemann’s 

‘prophetic imagination’.178 Ruddick explores and develops Gerkin’s idea of 

‘hermeneutical play’ to characterise ‘missional pastoral care’ where proximity allows 

interactions with ‘others’ which foster mutual relationship and change.179 Stories for 

the Soul is the incarnation of Godly Play for older adults, and so people with dementia 

are neither excluded from, nor demeaned by this activity, as this description of a 

session, in terms of a respectful receipt of hospitality, and an expectation of wisdom 

rather than deficit, demonstrates: ‘In Stories for the Soul an environment is created 

that belongs to the circle of elders – we are coming into the care setting as guests’.180 

The Godly Play rubric invites wondering on which parts of the story could be left out, 

while still having ‘all the story we need’;181 such an invitation to distil the narrative is 

simultaneously bittersweet and empowering, when earlier commentary on dementia 

and ‘broken’ stories is taken into account.

Although Morisy is describing the outcomes and benefits of community 

ministry in Beyond the Good Samaritan, her comments also speak to the activity of 

storytelling as meaningful:

In our atomistic society there is a need to be part of something which 
provides a ‘story’ or framework that enables one to be part of a 
purposeful activity, rather than the passive recipient of the random and 
arbitrary behaviour of others. Self-esteem, and even a sense of identity, 
can develop as a result of being party to, or even contributing to, events 
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of human significance which are the raw material of stories worth 
sharing.182

In her later book, Journeying Out, Morisy sees storytelling as integral to opening up 

opportunities for change: ‘This potency of stories is essential to holistic mission. By 

enabling people to achieve a story-rich life an oblique route is found by which to 

influence their values, shape their character and inform the priorities and decisions 

they make in the future’.183 Nouwen also sees Christian hospitality as an arena, a 

space of transformation and self-discovery through creativity:

Hospitality, therefore, means primarily the creation of a free space 
where the stranger can enter and become a friend instead of an enemy. 
Hospitality is not to change people, but to offer them space where 
change can take place. . . . The paradox of hospitality is that it wants to 
create emptiness, not a fearful emptiness, but a friendly emptiness 
where strangers can enter and discover themselves as created free; free 
to sing their own songs, speak their own languages, dance their own 
dances; free also to leave and follow their own vocations.184

Both Morisy and Nouwen are advocating a permissive time-limited hospitality which 

does not bind individuals into dependence; the story as a proxy for distress will be 

considered next.

4.2. Telling broken stories

Beth Cross gives the example from her own life of people who were homeless, 

or at risk of homelessness, struggling to tell narratives which would garner respect, 

and their telling of ‘damaged’ stories which showed ‘wear and tear’ from repetition.185 

She notes sympathetically that stories were sometimes ‘the one possession that stayed 

with them’.186 Her awareness of ‘the ghosts of other listeners’ who may overshadow 

the narrative as the past is summoned by retelling, hints at the power of stories.187 

Similarly, Swinton sees mental health problems as causing a ‘rupture’ in personal 
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stories, consequently he constructs ecclesial hospitality as the ability to be ‘guests’ in 

such stories of difference and ill-health.188 In The Wounded Healer,189 Nouwen talks 

of the mutual sharing of stories of brokenness. The effects of individual ‘brokenness’ 

within church communities can complicate hospitality and need to be approached 

carefully, as Pohl illustrates in a book on practices that sustain community. She talks 

of the need for discernment and the combination of ‘fidelity, truthfulness, gratitude, 

and hospitality’ needed to recognise the ‘gifts that come to us in broken people’.190 In 

her view, these communal qualities enabled a particular individual to ‘move towards 

healing’ without allowing that ‘brokenness to become abusive’.191 Writing on Jesus’ 

command to love your enemy, Wells expresses parallel thoughts on the threatening 

‘gifts’ brought by an ‘enemy’ as a test of dependence on God in depending on that 

stranger, ‘and the need to focus the discernment of the community on what this 

stranger is bringing that may be given hospitality’.192

Monge meanwhile, advocates selectivity in sharing, and the honouring of 

essential selfhood:

In a true community, each person preserves the profound secret of his 
or her own being: not everything can be placed in common as a rule of 
life together, because sharing must be a free gift and a spontaneous 
movement into which each feels invited’.193

From a psychotherapeutic stance, Nguyen discusses the possibilities of 

‘re-traumatization’ through the requirement to verify trauma, and also demonstrates 

how the desire for a neat resolution militates against dealing with the pain of those 

who have been abused or tortured.194 Her account of the bravery imputed to 

professionals interacting with victims echoes Betcher’s experience of disability, cited 
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earlier.195 Even at a more mundane level, Monge’s prudential wisdom, and the ethical 

dilemma posed by Nguyen should foreclose the careless or inquisitive enquiry, or the 

obtrusive performance of ‘care’, and point to the sacredness of being entrusted with 

another’s story, and the dangers of requiring proof of worthinesss for receipt of 

services. I have already alluded to Ashworth’s framing of Nouwen as hierarchical, but 

this perspective is complicated by the latter’s use of the language of gifts: ‘Hospitality 

is not a subtle invitation to adopt the lifestyle of the host, but the gift of a chance for 

the guest to find his own’.196 The admixture of motives in missional hospitality with 

regard to moral obligation, or the ostensibly ‘free gift’, will be discussed in Chapter 5, 

as will the extent to which Fresh Expressions of church use quantification of need or 

incapacity to justify ministry.

4.3. Telling unheard stories

By way of contrast with a focus on calculable need, vicar Al Barrett 

laconically describes how his church deployed storytelling and hospitality to build 

community and reinforce pre-existent assets, following his arrival in an inner-city 

parish:

we invited local people to nominate their neighbours, and people who 
worked in our neighbourhoods, our local ‘unsung heroes’ – and we put 
on a big party, with lots of food and drink, and we told something of 
their stories, and we got The Lord Mayor to give them nice cut-glass 
awards, and there was lots of clapping, and a few tears too.197

He goes on to liken the process to the monastic rule of Benedict: ‘we must be 

constantly open to being surprised, changed, taught by the place and the people 

around us (conversion); and that we must learn to listen, deeply, to each other 

(obedience)’.198 He distinguishes this process of recognition and celebration from a 

deficit-based model of asserting deprivation. Barrett’s particular advocacy of kenosis, 

and hence not emphasising being the provider, or asserting ownership,199 recalls 
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Gordon’s ‘kenotic accommodation’ and hospitality from Chapter 3,200 and is evident 

in his attitude to hospitality and ‘limitless celebration’: ‘Every moment is an excuse 

for a party. Anywhere and everywhere. And if it’s not our place to throw a party, then 

we can encourage our neighbours to host one, and come along as guests, or gate-

crashers, celebrating the abundant gifts around us’.201 Such circulation of hospitality is 

consistent with his account of recognising the presence of God and ‘building “home” ’ 

with others, whether believers or not.202 His approach of uncovering and celebrating 

what is already present complements Morisy’s endowing with story.

Similarly, Young and Quibell see stories as cultural participation with the 

potential to transform social relations: ‘This understanding of peoples’ stories is how 

justice is achieved. By sharing a story, we may “do justice” to one another’.203 

Reading and speaking from a place of marginality can prophetically challenge 

established understandings, as shown by Cornwall and Nixon’s account of Bible study 

with people experiencing homelessness, or in insecure accommodation.204 Fletcher 

likewise describes witnessing ‘the theopraxis of homeless and formerly homeless 

people . . . where the Church created non-cerebral Bible studies through painting, 

pictures and music’, and how this birthed vocations to leadership.205 Speaking in a 

debate in 2020 during the pandemic, Habib exposed the traumatising effects on people 

with experience of the criminal-justice system, of a supposedly unifying national 

narrative of lockdown in the United Kingdom, wherein the language of imprisonment 
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was applied to enforced physical confinement.206 Thereafter, she raised the need for 

under-served and marginalised groups to hear their stories represented in the national 

conversation.207 Thus, Bretherton asserts the importance of listening and political 

representation: ‘As a constitutive dimension of hospitality, listening trusts and gives 

space and time to those who are excluded from the determination of space and time by 

the existing hegemony’.208 Pohl counters with the prophetic potential of grass roots 

activism:

Hospitality resists boundaries that endanger persons by denying their 
humanness. It saves others from the invisibility that comes from social 
abandonment. Sometimes, by that very acting out of welcome, a vision 
for a whole society is offered, a small evidence that transformed 
relations are possible.209

Likewise, Tashjian concludes his study of variant readings of selected parables of 

Jesus which problematise divine hospitality, by summarising thus: ‘the kingdom of 

God demands a life of peaceful resistance to oppressive structures in order to befriend 

the disenfranchised’.210 However, this becomes problematic when the institution of 

the Church of England is itself cast in the role of the oppressor, as will be seen in the 

following chapter and Chapter 7, but that should not discredit the work presently done 

by individuals, in churches, and in local parishes. Accordingly, I have shown how 

welcome and self-discovery exist amidst story, lack of story, and in the presence of 

the wordless or withheld story, and that stories are just as necessary to present day 

ecclesial hospitality and social justice, as they were to the hospitality portrayed in the 

Bible.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have shown that practices around food-preparation, the 

potentiation of real and virtual food, and the potential disaggregation of the body of 
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Christ if reception of Communion is restricted, complicate consumption and social 

engagement. I have discussed the politics of secular eating, and transitioned from the 

visceral into the vitiated ‘consumption’ of food online. Mindful consumption is 

advocated in the natural by proponents of Slow Food, and as a spiritual practice by 

Ford, Finger, Schottroff, and Wirzba in their awareness of judgement, and the need 

for justice. Such equitable meeting and eating recalls the coupling of Russell’s ‘just 

hospitality’ with Staley’s inspiration for multisensory commensality from the last 

chapter, but this chapter considered thoughtless eating in relation to virtuality and 

lockdown, and concomitant assumptions about digital connectivity, and household 

composition, which masked literal dis-connection. I contrasted digital inhospitality 

and lack of self-reflection with exhortations to recognise Jesus in the sharing of 

hospitality with the disadvantaged. The historic demotion of hospitality and the 

elevation of the priesthood is brought to the fore by Tuohy in his call for re-ordering 

ecclesial ministry, and Anderson and MacDougall address a technological iteration of 

a similar process of disenfranchisement. Nevertheless, I opened up the ecological, 

universal and eschatological dimensions of eating and Communion, through the work 

of Wirzba, Winter, and Stibbe.

I demonstrated how stories can enact justice, and advanced stories as a means 

of redressing inequality, irrespective of circumstance, and I considered storytelling as 

an enabling medium through the co-construction of story, and through Morisy’s call to 

provide enriching experiences worth retelling. In the previous chapter, I gave the 

example of how Harshaw counters a narrative of incapacity with divine favour, and in 

this chapter I have similarly countered medical discourse with the everyday disclosure 

of humanity, whether seen practically in Stokes, or in the theorisation of Swinton, and 

Young and Quibell. Obviously, the discourses around dementia, and the examples of 

storytelling from daily life can be perceived as separate from church, but without an 

awareness of the unique history of church members, or guest-attendees, and their 

hinterland, then encounter is just superficial, rather than the enfaced and enstoried 

hospitality which could be possible, given sufficient accommodation to varying needs, 
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as seen in the examples of Stories for the Soul, or Bible study with people 

experiencing homelessness. I showed the redemptive power of storytelling, by 

juxtaposing the supposedly ‘broken’ stories of dementia, or the over-repeated stories 

told by homeless tellers with ‘strong’ and weak stories, and imaginative tales of 

canine voyaging. Nevertheless, as Drane, Pohl, and Nguyen illustrate, in different 

ways, without the ability to acknowledge trauma, it is impossible to be open-hearted, 

but hospitality also requires restraint, as Swinton, Monge, and Gittins all intimate. 

Having, in this, and the preceding chapters, looked at hosting, celebration, inclusion, 

food, and storytelling in relation to social justice, and hospitality and inhospitality, I 

have now laid the groundwork to consider not only the institutional narratives, but the 

particular hospitality, ministry, and self-identity of parishes and Fresh Expressions of 

church within the Church of England.

 207 

  



Chapter 5

Mission-shaped Church, mission-shaped hospitality?

1. Reporting on welcome, humility, and service

Having considered, in general, how hospitality is offered or denied, and 

received or rejected, and introduced spiritual, social, and digital exclusion over the 

course of successive chapters, I will now ask whether the Church of England 

historically, and currently, is hospitable; I will look specifically at contemporary 

purposeful use of hospitality in mission at a national and local level. In Chapter 4, I 

showed hospitality variously as earth-bound, heavenly, and cosmic, and in this chapter 

I will examine how a denominational (pace Avis)1 focus on mission draws upon these 

dimensions of identity. The preceding chapters have intentionally pendulated between 

individual and community, and personal embodiment and the corporeality of believers 

as part of the church locally as the body of Christ, but I now turn to the particular 

structural challenges faced by the institutional Church of England in the twenty-first 

century, although my inquiry is confined to their salience to hospitality, and does not 

address institutional survival, re-organisation, or the sequelæ of COVID-19 per se. 

Neither do I intend to adjudicate between parochial ministry and Fresh Expressions, 

but rather to explore the divergence and convergence of views on hospitality, the 

coherence of the principles adopted in different settings, and the use of explicit and 

implicit appeals to hospitality. To this end, I will structure the first two-thirds of this 

chapter around recent reports about the Church of England: first, the 2019 From 

Stranger to Friend report;2 secondly, the paired reports, Vision for the Church of 
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England in the 2020s,3 and a Theological Reflection on our Emerging Vision and 

Priorities,4 both published in November 2020; and thirdly, from the same month, 

Growing Good: Growth, Social Action and Discipleship in the Church of England,5 a 

report from the Theos think tank, in conjunction with the Church Urban Fund, 

presenting the findings of the three-year GRA:CE Project.6 I will use this sequence of 

reports as a basis for discussing welcome, discipleship and social action. In particular, 

I will interrogate a discordant image from the first on the list to uncover an embedded 

racialised narrative; I will then use Azariah France-Williams’ 2020 book Ghost Ship: 
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Institutional Racism and the Church of England,7 and From Lament to Action,8 the 

report of the Archbishops’ Anti-Racism Taskforce published in April 2021, to explore 

racism and discrimination further.

Despite falling attendance figures, Rich, as the author of the final report on the 

GRA:CE Project, finds that social action, shown in presence, and through 

perseverance, hospitality, generosity and adaptability, ‘can be a route to church 

growth, in both numerical and spiritual terms’.9 Taking up the qualities she identifies, 

I will look firstly at presence in terms of persistence, spatiality, and obtrusion into 

discourse, and then, in accord with my aims at the outset of this thesis, I shall consider 

hospitality in relation to social action. (Generosity will recur in many guises 

throughout this chapter, but I will reserve discussion of adaptability until Chapter 7.) 

The report treats social action, discipleship, and growth as related (anecdotally people 

often come to faith through community projects),10 although, for the purposes of this 

thesis, I am dividing discussion of social action and discipleship between this chapter 

and Chapter 6, and I will give specific examples of the former in Chapter 7. In the 

course of this chapter I will also investigate whether the overt deployment of 

hospitality in mission is detrimental, and hospitality as an antidote to a centripetal 

understanding of mission.

2. Welcome: Serving or self-serving?

In September 2019 the Church of England published a report entitled From 

Stranger to Friend: Changing the Culture and Practice of Welcome in the Church of 

England. One of the stated aims was to ‘reflect on the theme of costly hospitality as an 

essential part of discipleship for every Christian and in every church’.11 The inept 

misspelling of Ann Morisy’s surname and her Christian name, while endorsing her 

contrast between an ‘economy of scarcity’ and ‘God’s economy of abundance’ as 
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underpinning the ‘generous open welcome which reflects the generous love of God’ 

which it hopes to model, is not reassuring.12 Furthermore, despite talking of ‘the need 

to open hearts and homes to enable the stranger to become a friend’, the outlined 

theological basis restricts estrangement solely to a relationship with God,13 and makes 

no mention of the concomitant obligations to the stranger in the Hebrew scriptures. 

Abram and Sara (an unsupported variant spelling, noticeable to the general reader this 

time) are introduced as exemplars of journeying, but perversely not of hospitality.14 

Accordingly, the Report proclaims that the name of the enterprise ‘reflects this 

journey of faith for each of us, as well as the task of engaging with those who find 

themselves as strangers to church’.15 Aside from the curious ascription of 

inadvertence in this latter aim, the difficulty of reconciling these insider/outsider 

aspects means an inevitable and unimaginative assessment of ‘welcome’ on the social 

and functional aspects of greeting, orientation, and physical and psychic discomfort, 

which predictably reduces improvement to ‘better’ noticeboards, signposts, and 

leaflets, or increased social engagement, and offering an invitation to after-service 

refreshments.16 And, as Alison Gilchrist observes from experience, after a service 

spent trying to corral lively toddlers single-handed, the supposedly welcoming 

invitation to coffee can merely be an unattractive invitation to prolongation of stress.17 

This reluctance to linger holds true for people other than parents, and the hot 

beverage cannot be the be-all and end-all of showing or constructing an hospitable 

welcome. Indeed, Ireland asks, with some merit, whether the practice of transitioning 

to coffee-time ‘blunt[s] the missionary moment’ at the conclusion of the liturgy,18 but 

he contradicts himself, given that he subsequently offers his own practice of shifting 

the Peace to the end of the service, and encouraging the sharing of peace with 
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someone not known, and taking them to coffee.19 Hence, the propriety of a mindful, 

but thirsty exit is complicated by the need to welcome and retain newcomers, as he 

has earlier cited research about people not returning to church if they do not begin to 

form relationships with at least six people over the course of six weeks.20 Fairly 

obviously, his particular strategy only works in larger churches, and might create a 

sense of being targeted, or competed over, and there is the alternative possibility of 

being overlooked in the confusion of circulating bodies. Conversely, but with 

thematic commonality, in her development of maternal imagery for priestly ministry, 

Emma Percy points out that it is equally important to create structures to ‘cherish’ the 

regulars so that people feel valued.21 Welcome, therefore, should not be reducible to a 

formulaic check-list, but responsive to need and circumstance, and can exist on a 

continuum, as I will show subsequently from the findings of the GRA:CE Project, and 

in the suggestion of Barrett and Harley that it should be sought outside the perimeter 

of the gathered church.

In a section of their book on post-Christendom worship and mission entitled 

‘Hospitality: A task for all Christians’, Kreider and Kreider predict: ‘In post-

Christendom, welcome becomes critical to the church’s future’.22 In the Foreword to 

Mission-Shaped Parish, the then Bishop of London, Richard Chartres advocates self-

examination in response to the contents of the book. Deploring a pervasive lack of 

congregational insight, he declares:

I have never, in more than a decade of being a bishop, visited a church 
where parishioners were not prepared to say something like ‘we are a 
very welcoming church’.Yet more than a few churches in my 
experience are virtually un-joinable and are even so lacking in 
awareness that they blame this state of affairs on those who come once 
and never again.23

Taking into account the observations about damaging clericalism from the 
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Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse (IICSA) in their October 2020 report,24 

it should be reiterated forcefully that a bishop may receive an unduly fulsome and 

unrepresentative welcome; it is the trepidatious visitor unconversant with church-

going who can truly evaluate the quality of welcome. Although a twice-repeated 

figure of 100% is statistically suspect, cognitive dissonance is inherent in Millar’s 

claim in From Stranger to Friend that ‘100% of people say their church is welcoming 

and 100% of people say they’ve experienced a church that isn’t welcoming’.25 Such 

perceptions from relative insiders are nonetheless indicative, hence, any claim of 

‘friendliness’ requires outside corroboration. The need for external validation is 

redoubled when applied to discussion from Chapters 3 and 4 about inclusion. For 

example, the Church at a structural level has a part to play in helping create dementia 

friendly communities,26 but Kate Swaffer, an advocate for living well with dementia, 

critiques initiatives to develop ‘dementia friendly’ communities if people with 

dementia are not involved in evaluation.27 

Hearteningly, in reflecting on a pilot scheme, From Stranger to Friend 

acknowledges the need to regularly audit welcome for different ages and abilities, and 

the urgency of drawing on the experience of newcomers who are not yet established in 

the decision-making process.28 Nevertheless, the report-writers do not appear to have 

considered that being asked to complete a questionnaire could be perceived as 

threatening in itself; there is a default assumption of functional literacy, which circles 

back indirectly to Drane’s ‘cognitive captivity’,29 thus prompting the unworthy vision 

of the disciples conducting a survey after the feeding of the five thousand. Even 
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though the survey is anonymous, depending on the size of the church, the fact of being 

singled-out as a newcomer may mean that respondents will feel justifiable concern 

that their comments will be identifiable. (The QR code option30 may feel safer in this 

respect, but is obviously limited to those with a smartphone, or who have brought a 

tablet with them, as the rubric to the questionnaire is careful to specify.)31 And yet, the 

necessity in a church context for advocacy of the accompanying ‘helpful mantra’: 

‘see, smile and say hello’,32 is cause for dismay; common courtesy, never mind 

Christian hospitality, should render it redundant.

Jonathan Baker, one of the authors of the report, evaluates a range of existing 

measures of welcome and observes that they are frequently dated and limited,33 and 

that welcome can be seen as ‘a means to an end (church growth) rather than as a 

gospel quality in its own right’.34 It is perplexing therefore that in the attempt to find 

‘good’ practice and address barriers to access, the report then looks to secular 

marketing, this latter sentiment notwithstanding.35 This material is found, perhaps 

with a degree of envy, to have the qualities of concision, consistency, clarity and 

integrity, coupled with emotive and engaging messaging, and knowledge about the 

target ‘audience’.36 Nevertheless, the choice of Park Run, the National Trust, and 
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Premier Inns as analysed examples sits uneasily with Hull’s identification of retreat 

from the prophetic in the stance towards the poor in Mission-Shaped Church.37 More 

particularly, the National Trust, despite attracting political opprobrium38 for their 

commendable self-examination with regard to the legacy of colonialism and links 

with slavery,39 inescapably exudes a certain Englishness which is mirrored in 

anachronistic appeals to a vanished past which reference the Church of England, as I 

will show subsequently.40 Notwithstanding the underlying racism and re-inscription of 

class inherent in ‘authorized/ing heritage discourses’ (AHD) identified by Smith,41 not 

only the National Trust, but also the event and the hotel-chain are unlikely to be 

within the purview of those on a low income or in ill-health; lessons derived from 

leisure and cultural pursuits, and discretionary spending are unlikely to be relevant to 

 215 

  

———————————
37 

John M. Hull, Mission-Shaped Church: A Theological Response (London: SCM Press, 2006), 31–

33.

38 

The controversy is summarised by an historian of twentieth-century Britain in an invited essay on the 

UCL Centre for the Study of the Legacies of British Slave-Ownership site. See Charlotte Lydia Riley, 

“Culture Wars in Country Houses: What the National Trust Controversy Tells Us About British History 

Today.” Legacies of British Slave-Ownership Project (blog), Centre for the Study of the Legacies of 

Slavery, UCL, 17 February 2021, https://lbsatucl.wordpress.com/2021/02/17/culture-wars-in-country-

houses-what-the-national-trust-controversy-tells-us-about-british-history-today/. 

39 

Sally-Anne Huxtable, et al., Interim Report on the Connections Between Colonialism and Properties 

Now in the Care of the National Trust, Including Links with Historic Slavery (Swindon: National Trust, 

2020). https://nt.global.ssl.fastly.net/documents/colionialism-and-historic-slavery-report.pdf [sic]. It 

should also be remembered that heritage includes landscapes, but natural heritage organisations and the 

environmental sector are White-dominated, so Khatwa describes not only a culture of tokenism, but also 

the challenges of racism in the countryside in her catchily titled article. See Anjana Khatwa, “Black and 

Brown Faces in Green Spaces.” (blog), Heritage Fund, 19 August 2020, 

https://www.heritagefund.org.uk/blogs/black-and-brown-faces-green-spaces.

40 

Reddie is justifiably bitter in his account of the racialisation that ensures ‘the pristine, purity of White 

Anglo-Saxon Britain and its pastoral, pastel-green serenity is not broken’ (Anthony Reddie, “Politics of 

Black Entry Into Britain: Reflections on Being a Black British Person Returning to the UK,” Political 

Theology 8, no. 1 (2007): 85. doi:10.1558/poth.2007.8.1.83; Anthonie G. Reddie [sic], “Encountering 

the Self and the Other: Black Christian Education as Inter-Ethnic and Anti-Racist Discourse,” in 

Religious Education as Encounter: A Tribute to John M. Hull, ed. Siebren Miedema, Religious 

Diversity and Education in Europe, vol. 14 (Münster: Waxmann, 2009), 66). This description is 

repeated word-for-word in both sources, including the comma after ‘pristine’, but the latter does not 

hyphenate ‘pastel-green’. See also Gilroy’s diagnosis of reactionary ‘geo-piety’ (Paul Gilroy, 

Postcolonial Melancholia (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005), 114). Given such misplaced 

nostalgia, it is entirely to be expected that an article in the Daily Telegraph instances the National Trust 

and the Church of England as organisations that have ‘forgotten their purpose’ and ‘hate their most 

loyal supporters’ (Madeline Grant, “Britain is Plagued by Organisations That Hate Their Most Loyal 

Supporters,” Comment, The Daily Telegraph, Wednesday 17 November 2021. 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2021/11/17/britain-plagued-organisations-hate-loyal-supporters/). 

41 

Laurajane Smith, Uses of Heritage (Abingdon: Routledge, 2006). See, in particular, the chapter ‘The 

“Manored” Past: The Banality of Grandiloquence’, 115–61.



reaching the spiritually needy.

Writing in 2002, Croft punned on the almost unnoticed appropriation by 

business of the theological language of ‘vision’, and how ‘prophets’ have been 

replaced by ‘profits’, and was critical of how the bastardised insights re-imported by 

the Church use continual growth as a metric.42 On the one hand, he calls into question 

the transplantation of ‘franchise’ models of church which are insufficiently 

contextual,43 and on the other, the risk of the contextual being insufficiently non-

conformist and counter-cultural.44 Furthermore, he is critical of treating churches as a 

‘unit of production’ outputting disciples,45 and so is appreciative of Hodgson and 

Warren’s criteria for evaluation which assess ‘health’ rather than ‘growth’.46 

However, in agreement with Hull, and in a way not dissimilar to Ward’s claim from 

the same year of ‘solid’ church defining and policing spiritual need,47 he identifies 

how, in their measure, fulfilment in ministry takes precedence over meeting the needs 

of the poor (who are not mentioned explicitly), and he searches in vain for the place of 

suffering and renunciation.48 These priorities and this lacuna now read differently, as 

churches have not only had to reconfigure their ministry in response to COVID-19, 

but alleviation of the effects of poverty has become even more necessary. Even if 

growth is subsidiary to welcome in the approach being developed in From Stranger to 

Friend, applying second-hand lessons from corporate culture, even the charitable 

sector, or fitness-culture, still makes many unexamined assumptions about access. For 

example, in the latter case there is no consideration of hindrances to improving health, 

whether stigma, underlying medical conditions or disability, time, transport, or 

childcare. The universalising of conclusions from their sampled case studies are 

essentially offensive to those who cannot participate through poverty or lack of 
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opportunity, and also excludes those who draw upon different cultural resources. 

Approaches indebted to secular ‘good’ practice are likely to re-create and solidify 

existing social cleavages and inequalities, and adoption may simply confirm an 

internal complacency within Church and congregations.

More to the point spiritually, with regard to intentionality, is Koenig’s 

identification of humility as foundational for unassuming hospitality:

This is the core of repentance: to see ourselves before God as unworthy 
servants, but at the same time as guests and children of a Monarch who 
yearns for our company. Insofar as we envision ourselves in this way (1 
Cor. 11:31), we become capable of welcoming one another. In fact 
when repentance takes on the character of a daily discipline, it becomes 
the basis for ‘natural’ hospitality to strangers.49

Hospitality as a contrivance will be examined in due course, using the research of 

Rooms, but hospitality also needs appropriate monitoring as Roberts highlights. 

Recollecting the situation of sexual and spiritual abuse which developed in Sheffield 

in the 1990s at the ill-fated Nine O’Clock Service,50 he calls for discernment, and 
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concludes: ‘The holiness as well as the hospitality of God is crucial’.51 Koenig speaks 

to personal spiritual disciplines, and Roberts to corporate ecclesial discernment and 

oversight, but within the protections afforded by this framework, I propose hospitality 

as analogous to the receipt of that divine comfort which enables the concatenated 

showing of comfort to others.52 Therefore, I am arguing in this thesis, that hospitality, 

properly conceived, offers a means of advocating not only for social justice, but also 

for creation, without being patronising, in the former case, or anthropocentric, in the 

latter. However, endorsing an unrepentant strategy of superficial smiles, surveys, and 

tick-boxes instrumentalises hospitality, and risks meretriciousness.

2.1. Racism and the Church of England

With regard to repentance, the presentation of From Stranger to Friend is 

deeply problematic on a number of counts. The cover illustration, the largest in the 

report, shows an anonymous smiling be-hatted Black woman of maturer years turning 

obliquely from a non-domestic kitchen-sink. First, there are no acknowledgements, 

pictorial credits, or permissions for reproduction in the report, so her identity and the 

context are unknown. Secondly, there is the blatant hypocrisy of using such an image 

after the racism encountered by the Windrush generation when they arrived in the 

‘Mother Country’ expecting to attend the local church and be welcomed as brothers 

 218 

  

 ———————————————————————————— 
NOS services were deployed to create the immersive rave-like visual and aural effects. See Rupert Till, 

“The Nine O’Clock Service: Mixing Club Culture and Postmodern Christianity,” Culture and 

Religion 7, no. 1 (2006): 93–110. doi:10.1080/01438300600625648. It is telling that Robert Warren, 

the vicar of St Thomas’, considered it ‘a compliment’ to say that NOS was ‘very well organized, and 

run much more like a business than a church’ (Robert Warren, In the Crucible: The Testing and Growth 

of a Local Church (Crowborough: Highland Books, 1989), 225, cited in Lucy Robinson and Chris 

Warne, “‘Embracing Divine Chaos’: Transcending the Sacred-Secular Divide in the 1990s British Rave 

Church Movement,” in Exploring the Spiritual in Popular Music: Beatified Beats, ed. Georgina 

Gregory and Mike Dines, Bloomsbury Studies in Religion and Popular Music (London: Bloomsbury, 

2021), 98). The fact that Brain never served a curacy, the lack of oversight, and the failure to 

investigate the initial complaint against him, taken in conjunction with Warren’s comment, are 

illustrative of the Church of England’s abiding problems of obsession with success, and inability to take 

allegations of abuse seriously, whether it be sexual, spiritual, or racial.

51 

Andrew Roberts, “Fresh Expressions: What They Are,” 131.

52 

‘Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and the God of all 

consolation, who consoles us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to console those who are in 

any affliction with the consolation with which we ourselves are consoled by God’ (2 Cor. 1:3–4).



and sisters in the faith.53 Damningly, France-Williams relates the pain of invisibility 

and the requirement to smile compliantly in a bid to receive recognition and 

acceptance, even today.54 Thirdly, the history of the representation of Black bodies 

engaged in ‘cheerful’ labour makes this a racist positioning, particularly when 

juxtaposed with the title From Stranger to Friend, as it summons the imperial 

privilege of the metropole.55 Although he was using it of Britain vis-à-vis Europe,56 

John Major’s much-mocked invocation,57 as Prime Minister, of George Orwell’s ‘old 

maids biking to Holy Communion through the mists of the autumn morning’58 speaks 

volumes about the residual place of the Church of England in the English imaginary.59 
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(This is, of course, to disregard not only the misogynism of Orwell’s description, but 

also the patriarchy which continued, after the slaughter of the First World War, to 

brand this generation, ‘surplus’ or ‘superfluous’ women, as with their sisters co-opted 

into the imperial project in the previous century as servants, governesses, or 

missionaries.)60 Bereaved by a struggle between imperial powers, the very rubber of 

their bicycle tyres transports these spinsters into the humid heart of the horrors of the 

global colonial economy,61 belying Major’s cosy conjuration of misty, timeless 

Englishness and the soul of Keats. However, in this context, it should be remembered 

that Major reanimates those whose comfort was assured and modesty preserved, in the 

decade following the 1941 publication of Orwell’s The Lion and the Unicorn, by the 

Church of England’s paternalistic and racist attitudes towards incoming Caribbean 

Christians (not least in the presumption of sexual incontinence).62

In February 2020 the General Synod expressed ‘lament’ and apologised for the 

‘conscious and unconscious racism experienced by countless black, Asian and 

minority ethnic (BAME) Anglicans in 1948 and subsequent years, when seeking to 

find a spiritual home in their local Church of England parish churches’.63 Four months 

later the House of Bishops agreed to the creation of a Taskforce and an eventual 

Commission: the Archbishops’ Anti-Racism Taskforce published From Lament to 

Action on 22nd April 2021,64 to coincide with Stephen Lawrence Day.65 The report 
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scrutinised twenty-five previous reports relating to racial justice presented to Synod 

over the course of thirty-six years; from more than 160 past recommendations it 

identified forty-seven specific actions across five priority areas: participation 

(including appointments), education, training and mentoring, young people and 

structures and governance.66 Three days before publication, the BBC broadcast a 

programme entitled Is the Church Racist? which revealed the use of non-disclosure 

agreements by the Church of England to resolve complaints of racism.67 This included 

an incident where a young Black man filed a grievance about the receipt of an image 

of a banana with his face superimposed, and labelled ‘Bananaman’; inexplicably, this 

was not held to be racist.68 Ordinands, curates, vicars, and currently unemployed 

priests were interviewed about their experiences of racism. Several reported having 

been reduced to tears, or were visibly close to tears, at continued rejection and 

criticism of them and their ministry.
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The Church of England had offered an apology for the part it played in the 

slave trade in 2006, but mention of the necessary ‘white heroes’ of abolitionism 

diluted the impact for France-Williams.69 The equally necessary and needful corollary 

of making reparations for benefiting from those circuits of slavery has not been 

forthcoming, despite Rowan Williams, the then Archbishop of Canterbury urging the 

church to consider reparations when speaking on a radio programme in the following 

year.70 As insiders to the Church of England, Barrett as an incumbent, and Harley as a 

trainee-priest use their status and White privilege rightfully to require a rethinking of 

priorities:

It is important to consider, we would suggest, why the Church of 
England has decided to ‘free up’ millions of pounds of its own assets 
to ‘invest in the future’ (focused on the numerical growth of Church of 
England congregations), but has so far been unwilling to contemplate 
financial reparations for its past’.71

Such corporate spiritualising of a man-made (I use the term deliberately) agenda is a 

wilful refusal to confront past sin and present injustice with repentance. I suggest that 

the blessing and favour of God follows righteous obedience, not strategies;72 statistics 

can be misleading, and spiritual growth cannot be measured in numerical terms, as 

Rich illustrates. The denial of brotherhood evidenced in the past is reprised by France-

Williams who likens lack of divestiture to Cain’s murder of Abel.73 The advance-

preparation of the Churches Together in Britain and Ireland ‘Hong-Kong Ready 

Churches’ initiative74 after the government offered an immigration route for British 

 222 

  

———————————
69 

A. D. A. France-Williams, Ghost Ship, 90–91 n. 1.

70 

Mark Oliver and Agencies, “Archbishop Urges Church to Consider Slavery Reparations,” The 

Guardian, Monday 26 March 2007. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2007/mar/26/religion.race.

71 

Barrett and Harley, Being Interrupted, 182.

72 

If Micah 6:8 is followed, humility and justice are inseparable: ‘and what does the LORD require of 

you / but to do justice, and to love kindness, / and to walk humbly with your God?’ (Micah 6:8). Barrett 

and Harley are writing before the publication of Lament to Action, and in the Introduction to the report 

the authors reflect on the past forty years of inaction, and are remarkably restrained in their 

observations: ‘This report is intentionally different in our focus on action. With 47 recommendations, 

some of which require funding and investment, there will inevitably be suggestions that this work is too 

big an ask or unrealistic in its aims and ambitions. While there will be a cost to implementing these 

recommendations, there will be a greater cost in failing to do so’ (Church of England, The Archbishops’ 

Anti-Racism Taskforce, From Lament to Action, 17). 

73 

A. D. A. France-Williams, Ghost Ship, 61–62.

74 

Web Editor, “Hong Kong Ready Churches – 28 January 2021.” Churches Together in Britain and 

Ireland (website), 6 January 2021, https://ctbi.org.uk/hong-kong-ready-churches-28-january-2021/.



nationals (overseas) in the wake of the imposition of new national security legislation 

by China,75 does indicate that collective lessons have been learned. Troublingly, 

despite this joint-endeavour, if the Church of England does not take steps to address 

structural racism, this scheme could nonetheless re-inscribe the racial taxonomy of 

Empire in the person of the ‘good’ (post)colonial subject. Nam has also pointed out 

the lack of East Asian representation on the Archbishop’s Anti-Racism Taskforce.76 

Institutional racism is epitomised in the disgraceful capitulation of the hierarchy of the 

Church of England with regard to the suspension of the Revd Jarel Robinson-

Brown.77 The latter received racist and homophobic abuse and death-threats following 

his prophetic exposure of the nationalist discourse around British virtues, after the 

death from coronavirus of Captain Sir Tom Moore, centenarian fund-raiser78 for NHS 

Charities Together in the first lockdown. The Archbishops’ Anti-Racism Taskforce 

issued a heartfelt statement in support of Robinson-Brown: ‘The description of his 

treatment as a “social media lynching” held deep resonance for many of us’.79 So 

having looked at institutional construction of the stranger, and stories of rejection, I 

now turn to the question of the future direction and priorities of the Church of 

England, and whether its prelates and priests still choose to see it as ‘mission-shaped’.

3. Untidy Anglicanism

The words of Michael Ramsey bear repeating, even today, in discussions of 

the Church of England:
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For while the Anglican church is vindicated by its place in history, with 
a strikingly balanced witness to Gospel and Church and sound 
learning, its greater vindication lies in its pointing through its own 
history to something of which it is a fragment. Its credentials are its 
incompleteness, with the tension and the travail in its soul. It is clumsy 
and untidy, it baffles neatness and logic. For it is sent not to commend 
itself as ‘the best type of Christianity’, but by its very brokenness to 
point to the universal Church wherein all have died.80

That Ramsey could make such an observation, and still become successively, the 

Archbishop of York and then Canterbury, speaks to an essential self-deprecation 

within historic Anglicanism. Although it is a forced comparison, it is interesting to 

juxtapose his allusions to fragmentation and brokenness, with on the one hand, the 

‘broken’ stories of individuals from Chapter 4, and the restorative proposition from 

Wells that I discuss subsequently.81 I made the suggestion in Chapter 3 that the church 

was incomplete if it failed to recognise and incorporate those with disabilities, and so 

the lack of wholeness identified by Ramsey has its correlate in a fallen world (not, I 

must emphasise, in the minds or bodies of others). However, in recent decades 

institutional ‘soul’-searching by the Church of England has been confined to gender 

and sexuality,82 and the belated response to the emerging scandal of the historic 

concealment of sexual and spiritual abuse by clergy, alongside an ever-present 

narrative of decline.83 Percy memorably refers to the ‘institutional narcolepsy’84 which 
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delayed proper investigation of generations of clerical abuse: in a literally well-turned 

phrase, he talks of the propensity of leadership for projection of their own impotence 

onto survivors of abuse, while being, themselves, ‘unhealed wounders’ (an 

unacknowledged inversion of Nouwen).85 I am not seeking to minimise the trauma or 

injustice suffered, and still suffered, by many, which has been exacerbated by 

manifest inhospitality and lack of charity, but my enquiry is principally concerned to 

advance a theoretical and situational understanding of hospitality. Accordingly, the 

following section will look at some of the guiding virtues to which the Church of 

England is committed in the second decade of this century. 

Speaking to the General Synod of the Church of England in 2016, Justin 

Welby, the current Archbishop of Canterbury, was emphatically clear in his opening 

remarks: ‘a commitment to evangelism and witness comes out of love, not out of fear. 

It comes out of obedience to Christ, not out of a concern at the latest figures on church 

attendance. It is a sign of our discipleship, not a church growth strategy or a survival 

technique’.86 Speaking to the same assembly in the previous year about the fact that 

‘instead of joy and delight, evangelism and witness bring nervousness, uncertainty and 

guilt’, he proceeded to parody his own background in business:

The strategic response to this is clearly for a long-term, iterative and 
interactive, metric-based, evidence generated development of 
competencies across the widest possible range of stakeholders in order 
to achieve maximum acceleration of disciple input with the highest 
possible return on effort and capital employed.87

Worryingly, he felt the need to add that his last utterance was ‘complete rubbish’88 
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(unlike Hansard, laughter is not recorded in the Report of the Proceedings of the 

General Synod, so it difficult to assess whether his remarks had been taken seriously 

up to this point). Nevertheless, Hackwood is suspicious of the rise of a restrictive 

notion of discipleship, that is driving policy, and which has become ‘coupled to 

funding’:

During the past few years, we have seen the C of E’s purpose shift to a 
very specific and narrow understanding of discipleship which is very 
Protestant, highly confessional, confident, metropolitan, and self-
perpetuating. Sociologically, it comes from a place that is both wealthy 
and privileged.89

His words are obviously aimed at Holy Trinity Brompton (HTB) and the Alpha 

Course, which I discuss in the next chapter. With a welcome lack of grandiosity, the 

Vision for the Church of England in the 2020s published in November 2020 looks 

realistically to a ‘simpler, humbler, bolder church’ which seeks to follow the example 

of elsewhere in the Anglican Communion by viewing the Five Marks of Mission90 not 

as church-centred, but Christ-oriented.91 The first strategic aim, of three, states: ‘we 

believe that God might be calling us to be much more a church of missionary 

disciples’.92 Despite the circumspection of the language, this suggests mobility rather 

than stasis, and a focus on equipping believers rather than a defensive preservation of 

existing structures, notwithstanding Hackwood’s reservations. The next aim moves on 

from the sometimes oppositional binaries of the ‘mixed economy’ of parish and Fresh 

Expression in Mission-Shaped Church to developing a ‘mixed ecology’ of parish, 

chaplaincy, online presence, and new forms of Christian community.93 It justifies the 

usage by affirming that ‘Every church was planted once’, and happily for my theme of 

hospitality, the explication proceeds to mix metaphors in a tautological allusion to 

food, referring to the ‘diverse smorgasbord of different cultures and contexts which 

we serve’.94 The third aim is diversity of age, colour, ethnicity, ability, and sexuality; 
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the report then declares: ‘By growing congregations of missionary disciples that are 

younger and more diverse, we will better serve the breadth and diversity of our nation 

by becoming the church of the networks of [sic] 21st century as well as it [sic] 

neighbourhoods’.95 The ruinous consequences of the retreat from the racial diversity 

promised a generation since in 1985 after the Faith in the City report,96 and the 

resultant loss to ministry, liturgy, and social renewal are graphically outlined by 

France-Williams.97

In his theological reflections on these aims, Bishop Steven Croft writes: ‘To 

centre our life again on Christ is the key to the renewal of the life of the Church and in 

God’s mission’.98 He adds, in a gnomic footnote: ‘In more technical language: our 

Christology needs to shape our missiology which needs in turn to shape our 

ecclesiology’.99 Helpfully, he proceeds to unpack this in the text:

Through Christ we are drawn into the mystery of God the Trinity. 
Christ is the one who shows us the Father and sends upon us the life 
giving Holy Spirit. Christ is the one through whom creation comes into 
being and is sustained and the one who shapes the life and character of 
the Church. Christ is the one who through his Spirit, brings fruit: the 
harvest of justice; the harvest of new disciples and the harvest of a 
Christ like character.100

I have already connected hospitality with creation and the Trinity in previous chapters, 

but the theme is not overt here; instead, divine initiative and the language of harvest 

serve to deflect accusations of obsessive focus on growth in numbers. Having so far 

encountered Koenig’s desired personal humility as a precursor to hospitality, and 

humility as an intended ecclesial characteristic, this quality will be discussed further 

in Chapter 7, when I consider Martyn Percy’s 2021 book The Humble Church. I now 

turn from a theorised aspirational hospitality, to one of the characteristics of 

hospitality I identified in the Introduction: social action.
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3.1. The GRA:CE Project: Presence and service(s)

The grammatical abomination and consequent visual irresolution of the 

trendily punctuated name of the initiative aside, as the subtitle promises, Growing 

Good, the final report on the GRA:CE Project, explores the relationship between 

social action, church growth, and discipleship in the Church of England. The report 

links perseverance to presence: Rich gives examples of how the church can provide 

continuity in the community amidst staff-turnover in schools, councils, and 

community work.101 However, she also identifies how growth needs to be considered 

more holistically, citing churches which serve refugees before resettlement, who then 

move on, but the sense of safety conferred by hospitality is carried with them as a 

legacy to other settings and churches.102 Rich graphically portrays inclusion and 

hospitality at various ‘tables of fellowship’ in the course of the same week: ‘a 

communion table, a congregational bring-and-share, a community café and a night 

shelter meal for rough sleepers’, and in a call for holism, rather than statistical 

reductionism, she argues that ‘in a church where the three aspects of growth, 

relationship and action were well integrated, these tables and what they represent 

would start to become indistinguishable from each other’.103 This normalising of 

commensality and sacrality is at the heart of what I am arguing.

As far as the place and perception of the church in society is concerned, Pohl 

observes the near-uniqueness of the church in regard to mediating institutional safety: 
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‘Few institutions provide the needed “threshold” or city gate for an initial encounter 

with strangers that could make them slightly more familiar’.104 Fortuitously, for the 

shape of my argument, but unsurprisingly, presence is the first of the qualities 

identified by Rich. Indeed, Quash argues persuasively for the Anglican church as ‘a 

polity of presence’: ‘Our calling is not to withhold our presence from those around 

us’.105 He uses the example of how, when tragedy strikes a community, the parish 

priest, in common with the local newspaper, is a ‘describer of the locality’; he is 

talking about embedded presence articulated through a recognised inheritance of 

place. The fiduciary duty which follows from legislated ubiquity is expounded by 

Wells:

[Covenant is] the spirit in which the establishment of the church – not 
entitlement to privilege, but the vocation to be present and receptive 
and a blessing in every community in the country – makes sense. This 
is the asset that needs to be built upon and deepened.106

He speaks of the need to gradually turn the trusted security of ‘contracts’ into 

‘covenants’: ‘Contracts can give us security and trust, but only covenants can bring 

joy and delight’.107 Within the wider context of his paper, this transition can be read as 

moving from transacting the occasional offices of baptisms, weddings, and funerals to 

a wider service of the community, hence it can be seen as according with my 

expansive hospitality, and his affective language also permits the covenantal inclusion 

of Isaiah 25, discussed in Chapter 2. In addition, his contrast between contract and 

covenant allows assent to Morisy’s interrogation of motive: ‘Hospitality has to be 

offered generously and with an open hand if it is to carry the possibility of 

transformation. If the potential for transformation is addressed head-on hospitality 

loses this capacity, in fact it ceases to be hospitality’.108
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Thus, in the case of christenings and marriages, the implied relationship is not 

reducible to nominal attendance in pursuit of requisite certification for entry to church 

schools, or a photogenic (in some cases) backdrop, but encompasses ongoing support 

in married life, and with the upbringing, and spiritual nurture of children. Of course, 

in all encounters with parents, couples, or the bereaved at times of life-transition, 

there is the possibility of realisation of a previously unrecognised spiritual dimension 

to life, but with the exception of parents witnessing, and being witnessed by, the 

congregation at baptisms, eliciting such a response may be dependent on the 

perspicacity of the vicar, or celebrant. Indeed, in rejecting a misguided emphasis on 

the quantifiably successful, Emma Percy points out that sensitive ministry and 

appropriate services can often draw extended family and those on the periphery of 

these life-events into the ongoing life of the church.109

Apart from a patrimony of draughty, inconvenient, and frequently inaccessible 

buildings, historical legacy has enabled a particular form of spatial hospitality in the 

offering of cathedrals as vaccination venues during the pandemic (other faiths with 

large buildings have also responded), but I am interested in how this usage is framed 

in terms of hospitality. For example, the Dean of Blackburn, the Very Revd Peter 

Howell-Jones, said:

At the heart of the Christian faith is love and hospitality, and a God 
that cares for all people. It is only right we offer our building as a safe 
and accessible space for this exciting inoculation plan and be prepared 
to serve the nation in these times of deep uncertainty and fear.110

In another instance, Guildford Cathedral was the venue for a drive-in clinic for 

influenza immunisation, and offered their space similarly in anticipation of a COVID-

19 vaccination. The Dean, the Very Revd Dianna Gwilliams said: ‘Something as 
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simple and basic as hospitality adds huge value to our community, especially at a time 

of uncertainty. For all cathedrals this hospitality demonstrates our place as places of 

hope and light for the nation’.111 There is a notable difference in scale between the 

former seeing it firstly as a contribution to the nation, whereas the latter looks to the 

local community before adverting secondly to institutional identity and visibility. The 

contrast between architectural solidity and permanence embedded in heritage 

discourses on the one hand, and the vanished industries which once defined 

communities, and the nation on the other, is obscured; in those places of local and 

regional decline, churches are left as the last redoubt in communities that may have 

lost all other facilities and amenities (as Rich outlines in her report).112 Thus, there is a 

fundamental dissonance between this crystallisation of Major’s idyll, and the reality of 

ministry at the margins, and so it is necessary to look at how change can be effected.

3.2. Presence and politics

Having considered the establishment of the Church of England, and historical 

contingency, I will now look further at the intersection of politics and faith. Fancourt 

uses the Americans Eddie Gibbs and Ryan Bolger, and Anglican priests, Ian Mobsby, 

and the aforementioned Martyn Percy,113 as his dialogue partners, in his exploration of 

emerging church and Fresh Expressions, and he observes that their focus on 

missiology, or ecclesiology, tends respectively, to the ‘superficial, sycophantic or 

scathing’.114 (Percy’s particular views will be encountered again in Chapter 6, and in 

this instance I have to agree with Fancourt’s assessment.) He also interacts less 

successfully with Pete Ward and his ‘liquid church’, to provide a bold critique of 

Ward’s reading of cultural and postmodern theory as ill-digested.115 However, I am 

more concerned with the popularity of the latter’s invocation of perichoresis, and 
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placing it in the context of understandings of hospitality in the Church of England (as 

he will also appear in the following chapter in the guise of an intellectual progenitor 

of Messy Church), so this preamble merely serves to situate Fancourt’s own proposal 

of the participative self, which is nevertheless itself susceptible to Kilby’s critique.116 

Fancourt cites Kilby in his bibliography, but makes no actual reference to her article 

in his thesis; I have included his work to show an example of how hospitality can 

become abstracted. Fancourt reflects on social engagement and political action thus: 

‘the church is made up of those who explicitly attend to the perichoresis of God in 

themselves, their neighbours, and the world, so demonstrating the depth of 

participative selfhood’.117 For him, this is shown in believers’ priestly celebration or 

lament,118 and ‘a participation in Christ’s invitation to the world to “Feast” ’ by 

paying ‘attention to God’s perichoresis in the political sphere of social life, from 

attention to the dynamics of a family and locality, to serving the common Good within 

the complexities and ambivalencies of the liberal democratic state’.119 His thesis takes 

on unintended resonance when read in a time of a rising death-toll, lockdown, and 

restricted festivities, and his proposal of ecclesial praxis provides a rhetorical 

counterpart to Browning Helsel’s scriptural re-institution of feasting from Chapter 3. 

He fails to cite Bretherton, who makes a cognate observation in his description of the 

distinctive pneumatic, prophetic hospitality of the church:

As an eschatological social practice, Christian hospitality is inspired 
and empowered by the Holy Spirit, who enables the church to host the 
life of its neighbours without the church being assimilated to, 
colonized by, or having to withdraw from its neighbours.120

Fancourt justifies his own argument by appealing to the past, but, by contrast with 

Bretherton, adopts the perspective of the church as influential guest:

Throughout its history, the Christian tradition has followed the pattern 
of being hosted at, and being hospitable to, many tables around the 
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world. In doing so, the Body of Christ has sat at both the small tables 
of marginalised people, as well as in palaces with the powerful. This is 
not the hypocrisy it might seem, but is the necessary outworking of the 
church’s public attention to the perichoresis of God.121

His argument is not convincing, as such duality necessitates the identification of the 

inherent tension between negotiating the seductions of post-Constantinian 

accommodation, and the prophetic upholding of the poor and excluded, identified by 

Hull, and alluded to earlier.122 Barrett and Harley rightly identify the Church of 

England’s attachment to ‘the trappings of power’ and assumption of a ‘guaranteed 

seat at the tables where decisions are made’.123 Fancourt is also unreliable in his 

transcription of an interview which mentions hospitality, where reference is made to 

Christine Pohl’s book Making Room, as he transcribes her name as Pole,124 which 

suggests unfamiliarity with a core text on Christian hospitality, thus exposing the 

limits of his methodological engagement with hospitality, despite its centrality for his 

interviewees.

Therefore, following on from Fancourt, and the particular example of vaccine-

sites, the extension of hospitality in churches today could nevertheless be enlarged to 

include the brokering of relationships with health authorities, or those in local 

government, on behalf of the disenfranchised and discriminated-against, as illustrated 

by Smith.125 Bringing together these sentiments, and those of Wells earlier, Roxburgh 

et al. write during the pandemic on the vocation of the church to restore the body 

politic, by moving from ‘host to neighbour’: ‘In writing this new chapter the church is 

called upon to uphold and defend local institutions with whom it has built a 

relationship of trust – in defiance of capital recouping its losses and the state 

administering the debris’.126 The resultant potential for conflicted value-clashes in 
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acting as a go-between is characterised by Reader as ‘entangled fidelity’.127 Hence, for 

Reader and his co-author Atherton, ‘faithful action’ is one of the domains which 

‘needs to be grasped afresh in what might be seen as developing a therapeutics of 

faithful dissent’.128 Moreover, Hardy expresses the dangers of captivity to capitalist 

construction for the Church if it presumes to meet the needs of ‘the world’ as a 

supplier, or else concentrates on particular ‘personal’ need in a ‘a world of indefinite 

need’, rather than modelling freedom.129 This is not unlike Ward’s cynicism about the 

structural shaping and meeting of spiritual need, in what he terms ‘solid’ church:

Solid church has found a place for itself in world [sic] by setting out to 
meet people’s need for God … Need in this sense has been prescribed 
and anticipated; it is related to a paternalistic authority that knows best. 
Need is limited, boundaried, part of a common human condition that 
can be met and satisfied. Spiritual need is taught and policed in heavy 
church.130

Ward seems to be implying that an inchoate limitless need is circumscribed and 

reduced to the manageable (however, if Percy is followed, the same could equally be 

argued of the targeted interventions of a Fresh Expression, except that need is more 

differentiated).131 My position is that any church, whether inherited, freshly-

expressed, or aspirant to liquefaction, does not need to defend itself in the sometimes 

strident tones adopted by proponents and antagonists. The Spirit blows where it will, 

and by definition, inclusive hospitality cannot be the exclusive preserve of any one 

form or tradition, but if a move of God is not looked for, or anticipated, then it is 

unlikely to be recognised, or indeed celebrated. I am now going to look at the 

respective proprietorial and territorial claims, and counterclaims, to missional 
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efficacy, starting with the titularly self-evident in a 2010 book from Andrew Davison 

and Alison Milbank.

4. The parish and the Fresh Expression

In For the Parish Davison and Milbank assert:

To be a Christian is to exist in the Church: this communion of 
‘abiding’, in which we are ‘sent’ as we open out to hospitality for 
others. We can go on enjoying hang-gliding or car maintenance but 
even our personal choices of enjoyment are opened up to hospitality 
and the eucharistic action of engagement and mediation of the stuff of 
the universe.132

This statement of identity is immediately preceded by a citation of de Lubac on the 

Church, that God loves us ‘individually but not separately’, and so their ‘we’ is 

consistent with their defence of a traditional understanding of the Church and mission. 

However, even though hang-gliding literally offers another perspective, it is 

somewhat bathetic to see it as engagement with ‘the stuff of the universe’. Although 

they invoke the same aethereal drama as Winter,133 the mystical corporate church they 

espouse is potentially passive, pursuit of personal hobbies notwithstanding. Further to 

the latter, I suggest that it is possible that the inspiration for the aerial comparison may 

have come from the recollection of a cartoon by Regan in Moynagh’s 2004 book 

emergingchurch.intro.134 Hence, if my surmise is correct, their examples are intended 

as biting commentary, rather than illustrative. A weakness of their position is the 

assumption of social and cultural capital, which can be set against circumstantial or 

innate creativity as the sine qua non of the Fresh Expression (although Fancourt seeks 

to move beyond ‘patronising evaluation of originality and relevance’ by re-

emphasising Christological distinctiveness).135 Whilst I acknowledge that Davison 
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and Milbank are taking a stand against the perceived capitulation of Fresh 

Expressions to the culture of individualism with their high view of the Church, I 

contend that the hospitableness of dispersed church members is inherent to their 

Christian calling, rather than particular outward avocations. By contrast, Roberts 

argues for diversity and humility: ‘What is needed across the mixed economy of fresh 

expressions and inherited churches is a humble view of the local church and a high 

view of catholicity’.136 Rowan Williams, who endorsed Fresh Expressions as 

Archbishop of Canterbury, addresses claims of collusion with a culture of 

consumerism. He sees mission as transitioning from unintended exclusivity into 

serious encounter with the ‘strangeness’ of the world,137 unsurprisingly, this 

purposive unsettling is absent from Davison and Milbank.

 In Transforming Communities, Croft sees the necessity for hospitality to be a 

‘bridge’ as well as a ‘bond’, if fellowship is to turn outwards from maintenance 

towards mission.138 This statement can fruitfully be compared with Hardy’s take on 

this dynamic:

On the one hand, the Church needs continually to be moved by God to 
be the Church through its critical reappropriation of the implications of 
God’s Trinitarian self-determination for its life. That is the mission of 
the Church to itself. On the other hand, the Church needs to be moved 
by God toward the world with which it inevitably lives. That is the 
mission of the Church ad extra.139

Hardy later distinguishes the former as ‘worship-constituted’ catholicity, and the latter 

as ‘mission-constituted’ apostolicity,140 but it is unhelpful for apologists to arrogate 

either direction. Croft compares the congregation and the small communities within 

the local church which come together for prayer, study, or social action; he sees the 

former as being ‘open, hospitable to all’,141 and identifies that the larger dimension is 

 236 

  

 ———————————————————————————— 
Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2017), 331).

135 

Fancourt, “The Participative Self,” 138.

136 

Andrew Roberts, “Fresh Expressions: What They Are,” 91.

137 

Rowan Williams, “Fresh Expressions, the Cross and the Kingdom,” in Fresh Expressions of Church 

and the Kingdom of God, ed. Graham Cray, Ian Mobsby, and Aaron Kennedy, Ancient Faith, Future 

Mission (Norwich: Canterbury Press, 2012), 2, emphasis in original.

138 

Croft, Transforming Communities, 174.

139 

Hardy, Finding the Church, 34–35, emphasis in original.

140 

Ibid., 40.

141 

Croft, Transforming Communities, 79, table 2.



a necessary corrective to the dynamics of a small group. He writes sardonically of the 

‘small group which becomes introverted and quickly sees itself near the heart of the 

purposes of God, if not the centre of the spiritual drama of the universe’.142 Consistent 

with my outlining of the scriptural and cultural background of hospitality in Chapters 

1 and 2, Croft comes against an imperfect sense of history and divine purpose in the 

assertion: ‘The Christian Church needs to understand and relearn in every generation 

that God’s call of a people to himself does not begin with Jesus or the Acts of the 

Apostles but with Abraham’.143 So long as this statement is not taken as endorsing 

supersessionism, a truly humble and properly millennial perspective would militate 

against the hubristic difference he discerns between ‘attempting to shape the life of 

the church as a semi-failing institution . . . and finding a way forward with God for the 

people of God’.144 In my view, centralised initiatives are often undertaken from a 

metaphorical place of mourning, whether of supposed past glories, or present 

insufficiency (as Croft implies), and such distorted vision leads to perceptual failures, 

such as mandating a template of ‘success’, or employing discriminatory metrics which 

measure numerical growth, in preference to spiritual formation and faith-

development, as documented by Rich, and articulated by Emma Percy.

For his part, Martyn Percy is similarly sceptical about sustaining the social and 

spiritual capital of the Church of England if there is a short-sighted collusion with 

what he perceives as a post-institutional agenda in the support for Fresh 

Expressions.145 Despite holding varying positions on Fresh Expressions, Martyn 

Percy, John Milbank and John Drane all predictably play with antonymic ‘staleness’: 

increasing novelty is the outcome of the loss of freshness for the first, greater 

managerialism for the second, and a decrease in innovation for the third.146 In order to 
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assist practitioners, the Church of England has now introduced an initiative called 

Greenhouse to support Fresh Expressions,147 however, the negative associations with 

‘hothousing’ on the one hand, and the ecological colouring of ‘green’ on the other, 

muddy the intention to connote sheltered growth. (I trust that I am correct in assuming 

that the primary intention is nurture rather than intensity.) I am aware that economy 

and ecology both derive from the same root (pun not intended), but I am suspicious 

that the shift from the former to the latter in Church communications (as referenced 

earlier),148 is intended to connote flourishing and organic growth, rather than 

numerical increase and cost-cutting.

Moreover, and in the light of the discussion of historic attitudes toward 

immigration earlier,149 perceptions of blindness to racism are not helped by the 

prominent placement of an emboldened line from Kipling’s ‘The Glory of the Garden’ 

(since removed) on the Greenhouse page, with author acknowledgement only, but no 

life dates, source, or context, and seemingly chosen at random because it mentions 

gardening and effort.150 However verdant the prospect, the broken dinner knives 

repurposed in the poem as gardening tools are not miniaturised ploughshares; Kipling 

intends the shameful scene to provoke the governing class into manly activity, 

whether colonial administration or global conquest. Kipling’s imperial implication 
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should rule out casual quotation, and it is unsurprising therefore that Stotesbury 

equates garden and empire in this poem.151 In this thesis, I am summoning cutlery 

eirenically to argue for missional hospitality, in preference to cultivating mission 

through exhortation or tainted horticultural metaphors. For the Church of England to 

liken mission to horticulture is permissible, but for the established church to still 

hearken uncritically to voices from the imperial past is problematic. Additionally, an 

introverted concentration on cultivating the garden of church growth can serve to 

deflect attention from other structural issues, including intersectional inequity, as I 

will evidence subsequently. The Church of England website also has resources for 

pioneer ministry, but the permutations of context and gifting in the Pioneer Charism 

Discernment Tool approach algebraic complexity,152 which of itself, is more than 

sufficient justification for my contention that hospitality is a crucial value and 

practice: beyond ‘mere’ welcome, it unites meals and sacraments, and values people 

and places. Rather than automatically adopting and ordaining the quasi-colonial 

perspective and persona of the pioneering expressionist, it might be more fruitful to 

consider the subjective experience of the tentative quester after God (this is surely the 

intent of From Stranger to Friend, despite its ecclesiocentric shortcomings). But, 

having identified stances on the structural spectrum, I now turn to agency, first with 

regard to renewal of church, and secondly, renewal of community through social 

action.

4.1. Rejection and renewal

In considering how renewal will come about, Wells writes with conviction and 

revelatory perception in a 2018 paper for the Church of England’s ‘Renewal & 

Reform’153 programme: 
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Prophetic ministry is not about condescendingly making welcome 
alienated strangers. It means seeking out the rejected precisely because 
they are the energy and the life-force that will transform us all. If we’re 
looking for where the future church is coming from, we need to look at 
what the church and society has so blithely rejected.154

He refers to Peter’s quotation of Psalm 118, and the stone which the builders rejected 

becoming the cornerstone, but more apposite in my view is Isaiah 61, where the 

broken who have been healed, freed, comforted, and beautified are those who rebuild 

the ancient ruins. Wells describes the malformation of mission through multiple 

exclusions, although he only identifies class, race, and gender, but he does specifically 

mention ‘immigrants from the Caribbean in the fifties and sixties’ as an example, by 

contrast with the obliviousness to appearances I detailed in the previous section.155 

Conversely, France-Williams questions whether there is a need for what he terms 

‘holy devastation’ by people of colour in the Church of England.156 Nevertheless, 

Wells’ take on decentred corporate transformation is a more than sufficient rejoinder 

to the fears of decay and desiccation reported earlier,157 which locate initiative in 

practices, rather than people. Furthermore, an expectation of divinely-empowered 

contribution takes and transmutes the ‘broken’ stories discussed in the previous 

chapter, so that those who are spiritually restored effect social change, and are the 
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agents who metaphorically revitalise tradition. This is not about propping up a 

moribund institution, as feared by Croft,158 but, in the terms of Chapter 3, corporeal 

inclusion. To fully realise and develop the force of Wells’ argument, I contend that if 

coupled to my thesis of indiscriminate inclusion, such embodied vitality entirely 

confutes Everett’s self-centred spiritual advancement from Chapter 3,159 and Drane’s 

assessment of ‘cognitive captivity’,160 from Chapter 4. Nevertheless, to return to the 

rejected envisioned by Wells, there is the need to bear in mind Pohl’s reminder that 

the restoration of people in community requires watchful support in some cases,161 as 

Wells himself acknowledges elsewhere,162 but his non-judgemental approach 

challenges cultural insularity, racism, ableism, and class-bound perceptions of 

privilege and entitlement.

Pre-dating any debate around Fresh Expressions of Church as valid church, 

and in the context of positing an ecclesial lack of vision or willingness to respond to 

God, Hardy writes in a not dissimilar vein in 2001:

For another thing, other societies may find the social vitality that 
derives from God without knowing that they do, and may be willing to 
live in this vitality. Thus, a ‘pre-church’ – as we might call those who 
find social vitality from God – may be closer to God than a ‘church’ 
might be.163

In response to Hardy, I am not arguing that the initiative for hospitality resides with 

the church (whether traditional or emergent), or the believer, or can only be manifest 

by them. To illustrate: France-Williams relates how, while waiting his turn on a visit 

to the barber, he belatedly recognised koinōnia in the safe space the shop afforded 

men of Caribbean heritage to discuss their concerns, and eucharist in the impromptu 

offer of tropical juice and rum.164 (A public-health initiative which trains hairdressers 
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as advocates to counter misinformation about organ-donation in minoritised 

communities capitalises on the selfsame trust and intimacy engendered in these 

settings.)165 Accordingly, I maintain that recognising hospitality provides one means 

of expanding Hardy’s response to ecclesial apathy, but implicit in Wells’ inciting 

scenario is the discomfiture of insiders and the establishment. This same hope should 

also be summoned by the subaltern voices of Black and Brown clergy in the stories 

entrusted to France-Williams, but he records their despair at inertia and indifference. 

By contrast with the daughter of the Syrophoenician woman from Chapter 2, made 

visible by her mother, he talks of the people of colour in the Church of England who 

are ‘dead to the system and we know it not. We are the ghosts. We can haunt the 

system, but we have demonstrated that we cannot heal the system, or even hurt the 

system’.166 And so, with due acknowledgement of ambivalence, I turn from the 

transposition of hospitality into communities, into analysis of hospitality in society.

5. Hospitality as service and social action

Having considered catalytic incursion by the rejected, I now venture to provide 

a philosophical underpinning for inclusion and social action by conjoining hospitality 

as a Christian practice with the embedding of hospitality in community. Adverting to 

the foregrounding of deficit and divisive segmentation, Ruddick challenges needs-

based service-delivery which ignores the community as a resource:

It defines people by their problems, ignoring their capacities. It relies 
on processes and programmes rather than relationships in order to 
address these problems and it divides communities according to need, 
age and stage; for example day centres for isolated elderly people or 
self-help groups for people with mental health problems. The 
consequence of this is the neglect of the whole person, all of us a 
combination of needs and strengths, creating dependency and poverty 
of identity.167

For Pohl, a holistic response comes paying attention and slowing down: ‘It means that 
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we view individuals as human beings rather than as embodied needs or 

interruptions’.168 By contrast with a bureaucratic impetus to professionalise services, 

and a ‘needs-meeting perspective’,169 Morisy talks of the ‘graceful possibilities 

associated with informality and being alongside without power’ in amateur 

volunteering.170 Furthermore, she is wary of the routinisation of supposedly 

compassionate service:

episodic approaches to social action do not carry the same risk of 
drifting into ‘needs meeting’. It remains something special rather than 
routine, and retains an essential ‘I-Thou’ relationship more effectively 
than regular provision, where over time the ‘I-It’ relationship that talks 
of clients and users is hard to resist.171

Indeed, Tickle calls these acts of ‘inhumane kindness’, saying, ‘we have acted out of 

the I/them or us/them mindset that is the chasm between morally laudable action and a 

one-in-Christ action that unites both pieces of a fair exchange’.172 Unsurprisingly, 

Morisy herself is adamant about hospitality as reciprocal and permissive: ‘Allowing 

autonomy is an essential characteristic of hospitality and it is why hospitality is a 

radical rather than puny or condescending act’.173 Morisy further suggests that 

discussion of mission (and indeed church), might be better allowed to remain in the 

subsidiary awareness of Polanyi’s ‘tacit’ knowledge, rather than brought to an 

inhibiting ‘focal’ awareness.174 She concludes that ‘effective mission is something 

that emerges as a result of looking and journeying outward rather than by means of a 

self-conscious and self-regarding process’.175

In her thoughts about the surprising success of Fresh Expressions in rural 

areas, Martin suggests limits to ‘specialness’ if discipleship is to be encouraged, but 

still expresses the need for reciprocity. She declares faithfulness to be a needed 

response, because ‘if “specialness” has become ordinary currency, it delays that 
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moment of realization in the churchgoer that they need to make a quotidian 

commitment – with their presence and personal gifts (including financial 

commitment)’.176 In another pertinent article, Rooms problematises the giving of 

food, or other ‘ “free” ’ gifts, by churches as part of their outreach, as a perversion of 

mission.177 Citing Walter, he evidences how ‘ “pathologies of gift-exchange result in 

acts of misrecognition” ’ which, in a by now familiar refrain, occur ‘ “when a person 

comes to be only a recipient and is never empowered as a giver” ’.178 With similarities 

to the arguments of Barrett and Harley, which I will explore next, Rooms proceeds to 

argue for a conscientisation which refuses comparison with God as giver, and looks 

instead to the agency of the other to give in their turn: ‘there is so much more that we 

could be discovering in the other were we to allow them in as co-recipients of the 

promise’.179 Demonstrating this reframing, and writing on pastoral care from a 

priestly perspective, Wells is clear: ‘The stranger is not the harbinger of scarcity but 

the sacrament of abundance – not the drainer of resources but the bringer of gifts’.180 

Further to the recognition of largesse, Wells writes of his perception of the ministry of 

the church in a deprived community: ‘the role of the local church was to be a 

‘community of imagination’: an understanding enhanced by Barrett and Harley’s 

conception of the priest as ‘story-gatherer’, rather than provider of instruction.181 The 

literal resourcefulness of Wells’ outlook complements that of Barrett, previously 

encountered as Chapter 4’s party-throwing rector, and gate-crasher of celebrations. I 

will discuss Barrett and Harley’s co-authored 2020 book in the ensuing paragraphs, 

beginning with an examination of power and privilege.
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5.1. Being Interrupted

Barrett, as a parish priest, and Harley, as an ordinand, issue a challenge to the 

Church of England, and their readers, to change priorities and perspective in a book 

entitled Being Interrupted: Reimagining the Church’s Mission from the Outside, In.182 

They celebrate openness to the unexpected (including casting daleks and a dancing 

triceratops in a nativity play),183 and model the process of being open to exposure of 

privilege. To apply their writing to one of the commonalities I identified in my 

Introduction, Barrett and Harley remind those of us with power and privilege, that 

beyond the seeing-eye of hospitality there is the difficult and penitential realisation of 

seeing ourselves through the eyes of the other. In a call to greater acuity of vision and 

hearing, France-Williams remembers as ‘terror art’ the popular wall-plaque installing 

Christ ‘the Head of this House’, and asks who the ‘unseen guests’ and the ‘silent 

listeners’ are in the Church of England.184 He also cites Pattison’s work on shame to 

identify how the chronically shamed adopt the ‘oppressor’s point of view’ and see 

themselves with contempt.185 In previous chapters I have identified the reversal and 

overlap of guesting and hosting in the life of Jesus, and also in the life of the church, 

but Barrett references Jennifer Harvey: ‘identifying with the divine is about the last 

thing that a white person whose life is embedded in white-supremacist structures 

should be doing’, and describes his own moment of painful realisation.186 Further to 
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the ongoing discussion of hospitality (and of Zacchaeus in Chapter 1), Harvey 

recommends instead identification with the person of Zacchaeus as an oppressor and 

collaborator with ‘death-dealing’ imperial power-structures.187 Furthermore, in 

making a biblical and theological case for reparations, Reddie considers that ‘the 

example of Zacchaeus is a classic example for us to consider as we look at the whole 

question of reparations in light of Black Atlantic chattel slavery’.188 He continues: 

‘Jesus offers forgiveness by way of accepting his hospitality in the form of a meal, 

which some have seen as Eucharistic’.189 Zacchaeus makes extravagant recompense 

for his extortion: such a reading once more complicates any naive reading of 

hospitality and inclusion, which does not require repentance, and an unsettling of 

power and resources from the Church of England. The foregoing calls to abdication of 

privilege go beyond the provider-mentality decried by Pohl and Morisy, to repentance, 

self-evaluation, and restitution, although the sufficiency of the call to corporate 

humility written into the Church of England’s vision and strategy for the coming 

decade is moot, as I intimate in this chapter. 

The sedimentation of the power interpret and exclude within the institution is 

evidenced by the coming together in 2021 of MoSAIC, the Movement of Supporting 

Anglicans for an Inclusive Church, a disparate coalition which plans to work in 

dioceses ‘ “to give voice to the silent majority” ’.190 MoSAIC brings together 

campaigns on issues of race, ability, sexuality, gender, and gender identity, which 

agree on their own lack of voice and representation in the life of the Church, but may 

not necessarily agree on all other matters of belief.191 However, partisan but justifiable 
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criticism has been levelled at it as a clergy-led initiative with no UKME 

representation on the Steering Group, an unpardonable omission given the stated 

aims, however accountable the members declare themselves to be to local diocesan 

convenors, and their self-chosen patrons.192 The website does not give any 

biographies, or reasons for participation, so intersectional identity is equally invisible 

in the constitution of the campaign. This notable lack of information is itself a 

manifestation of privilege, as an expression of the belief in the sufficiency of clerical 

identity. If it is indeed the case that only clergy can precipitate institutional change, 

then it points to the unhealthiness of the structures of the Church. Nevertheless, when 

the Archbishop of York spoke to the inaugural MoSAIC in the North Conference, he 

invoked the ‘scandalous hospitality’ of God,193 which provides some justification not 

only for hope, but also for my thesis, although Reddie’s warranted scepticism towards 

such protestations, with which I began this thesis, needs to be accorded respect.

But to return to Barrett and Harley, and the devolution of power: they 

problematise a binarised ecology of hosting by looking to the peripheries and the 

marginalised, and explicate it in their description of the fluid centripetal hospitality of 

collective celebration at a street-party with an indeterminate host.194 However, this 

directionality is complicated by France-Williams’ account of Black and Brown clergy 

consigned to an eccentric orbit within the Church.195 Given institutional racism and 

systematic exclusion in the Church of England, he concludes, with a implicit nod to 

Audre Lorde,196 that global majority Anglicans ‘cannot wait for the system to 
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dismantle itself. We have to do it ourselves. We need a hinterland’.197 In their own 

quest to decentre, Barrett and Harley describe the edge places, or in technical 

language, the ‘ecotone’, the tension held between home, household, or habitat, 

expressed in boundaries and intermingling.198 They thus expand the official usage of 

ecology encountered earlier, into potential imaginative encounter with the ‘more-than 

human world’.199 Following Coles, they argue for truth becoming enfleshed through 

the porosity of encounter across divisions of ‘gender, race, class, age, geography, 

species, and more’, in a move from the bounded ‘body of Christ’ to the extensive 

‘flesh of Jesus’.200 Thus, ecotone is a parallel term for the status-changing of 

liminality, and is descriptive of ecclesial encounter with the world at the borders, as a 

corrective to centralised activity and the ‘missionary gaze’, which sees only lack.201 In 

contrast to the un-seeing of discrimination and exclusion, Barrett and Harley speak of 

‘looking together’, and use Coles’ ‘ “intercorporeal illumination” ’ to instance how 

‘shared seeing will take our breath away. Often these moments will move us to 

tears’.202 Once again, this has similarities with Pattison’s account of affective worship, 

but here seeing is a continuing practice of attention to the presence of God: ‘We see 

God’s glory in the flesh of God’s creatures, and we see God’s glory as the fleshy 

creatures that we are, together, in the edge-places of our encounters with each 

other’.203 Thus, Barrett and Harley talk of gathering around the communion table, but 

they then transition to quotidian meeting and eating:

How can the ‘foretaste of heaven’ we enjoy in church whet our appetite 
for the heavenly banquets of many other dishes that are served up in 
kitchens and community centres, in mosques and gudwaras, on bus 
journeys and at school break-times, in picnics in the park and around 
the drinks machine at work?204
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This reciprocal hospitality and comprehensive receptivity is in line with Rooms,205 

and complements Bretherton’s vision,206 but is at odds with Chester’s purposive 

picnics encountered in Chapter 4.207 As Barrett and Harley identify, such a dynamic 

reverses the hierarchical empowering of the laity to go out, implicit in the language of 

the Communion service,208 and looks beyond increasing either attendance, or the 

contents of the collection plate, to celebrate encounter and service.209 These qualities 

are also articulated by Wells, in his descriptive ecclesial ethics of the practices of the 

local church, wherein he characterises the people of God as God’s ‘table companions’, 

those with whom he shares bread,210 which recalls the many instances of bread being 

baked, broken, shared or solicited in earlier chapters, and is thus a suitable coda to this 

chapter.

6. Conclusion

In this chapter I have looked at welcome and lack of welcome, and the place of 

the Church of England in the national consciousness, and its own estimation, through 

the lenses of presence and absence. The pastoral disjuncture between Emma Percy’s 

elaborated metaphor of priestly mothering, and historical spiritual rejection in the 

‘Mother Country’ by the ‘Mother Church’ is not to be dismissed lightly. The question 

of whether a Church that has in the past refused welcome on the grounds of race, and 

still treats badly the people of colour who serve her, can, in all conscience claim to be 

welcoming to others, is not easily answered. With regard to mission, Koenig and 

Rooms identify artificial hospitality, Roberts addresses institutional safeguarding, and 

Barrett and Harley tackle personal accountability. However, the Church of England 

remains an unsafe and exclusionary environment, as shown by the experiences of 

France-Williams, his informants, Robinson-Brown, and the participants in the 
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Panorama programme, and further demonstrated by the necessity for the formation of 

the MoSAIC coalition. Despite the Archbishop of York’s enthusiastic endorsement of 

the ‘scandalous hospitality’ of God as a model, the lack of reparations and 

institutional reconsideration give credence to the claim from Reddie, with which I 

began, of hospitality as ecclesial panacea. The Church will be judged on whether it 

expedites the recommendations contained in From Lament to Action. If the ecclesial 

inheritors of advantage fail to renounce privilege, then it is premature to expect the 

national wound of racism to cicatrise. To be more than a sop, hospitality in this 

context has to recognise the constant border-crossing of those displaced from their 

rightful occupation of space by exclusionary practices, and promote their voices and 

ministries through a genuine re-ordering of priorities. On a small scale, Rooms 

recapitulates Pohl and Morisy on ethical parity between giver and receiver, but this 

condition also applies to institutional power, and the duty of care to clergy and 

worshippers alike.

I commenced by assessing the advocated new strategy for welcome to be 

symptomatic of the unhelpful orientation towards growth identified repeatedly, 

whether by Percy in his denunciation of Fresh Expressions, or by Barrett and Harley 

in their defiance of a myopic focus on statistics, and the magnetic pull of a particular 

construction of church. Barrett and Harley outline a different perspective on being 

‘mission-shaped’ by looking to the margins, and so their hospitality is shaped by 

encounter, as in Williams’ inciting call at the outset of the ‘mission-shaped’ strategy 

to seek out ‘strangeness’.211 Although, if diversity is too unsettling to be tolerated 

internally, then the legitimacy of the quest is brought into question. In common with 

France-Williams, Barrett and Harley also find the converse, that the familiar can be 

found in unexpected places. Ruddick, and Barrett and Harley draw upon the capacity, 

resourcefulness, and giftedness of communities, which is echoed explicitly in the 

language of the individual as gift used by Wells and Rooms, and implied in the 
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quotations from Pohl, but explicit in her wider writing on hospitality. Pohl, and 

Barrett and Harley all celebrate interruptions, but in the case of the latter, this also 

includes the rupturing of complacency. Nevertheless, the thoughtful hospitality and 

service propounded by Pohl and Morisy, the individual recognition of privilege 

advocated by Barrett and Harley, and the change of mind-set proposed by Wells, all 

seek to locate hospitality in community, not as response to an institutional initiative 

promoting welcome. The need for selectivity in taking from the practices of business 

is shown in the contrast between uncritical adoption in From Stranger to Friend, and 

the failure of emulation on matters of safeguarding and diversity bemoaned by Percy. I 

used a number of sources to position the Church as initiator or potential partner in 

post-COVID dialogue with external agencies, but to escape charges of consolidation 

of power, equal hearing needs to be given to those on the inside whose voice is 

suppressed. The localised presence described by Quash, and depicted by Rich, can 

then acquire added depth, and the vision for the Church of England in the 2020s 

become more than a strategic desire for representative diversity.

Having in this chapter surveyed how hospitality has been defined by the 

Church of England (even in the refusal of hospitality), in the penultimate chapter I 

will investigate the uses and abuses of hospitality in evangelism. With regard to 

foretold diversity, the pandemic shift to online ministry will be covered across the 

next two chapters, and Chapter 6 will also examine the effects of privilege on 

representation. As well as considering the particular implications of the pandemic for 

people with disabilities, and older members of the church, Chapter 7 will ask whether 

the atrophied hospitality implied by the remedial strategies of From Stranger to 

Friend is borne out in practice.
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Chapter 6

Meal-shaped mission?

The Alpha Course and Messy Church

1. Food and discipleship

In this chapter, I discuss two widely replicated models of evangelistic 

hospitality, both of which have their origins in the Church of England, but are now 

international and transdenominational. The wider uptake of the Alpha Course 

predated the Mission-Shaped Church report, and the inception of Messy Church was 

virtually contemporaneous with its publication, but it has subsequently been 

acknowledged in the literature as a distinct and legitimate form of Fresh Expression.1 

Understanding this context enables a differential understanding of their claims to 

identity, and their respective recruitment of hospitality. Messy Church makes a 

nominative claim to ecclesial self-definition, whereas Alpha has been forced to deny 

being a church (or a faction within the Church of England), amidst claims from 

insiders of institutional subversion,2 or charismatic infiltration,3 and in the face of 
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external sneering or bemusement.4 I intend to evaluate the Alpha Course insofar as the 

claims and defences made for it relate to hospitality, but I am not concerned with the 

merits of Alpha as a means of evangelism. Similarly, I will concentrate on menus and 

communal eating in Messy Church in order to demonstrate how particular norms and 

beliefs complicate the practice of hospitality in the context of outreach.

From a beginning as an internal introduction to apologetics at Holy Trinity 

Brompton (HTB), designed for church-going Christians, Alpha is now synonymous 

with hospitality in the minds of many believers. The course at HTB evolved from a 

recognisable household hospitality into larger venues, and despite Brookes ascribing 

the initial hospitality merely to ‘local custom’ rather than deliberate strategy,5 I do 

wonder whether the meal, although indubitably hospitable, originated in the pragmatic 

recognition by a church located in central London that their constituency comprised 

commuting city-workers. I am not seeking to impugn the success of the Alpha Course 

(by whatever metric), but it is my contention that its ubiquity, along with the annual 

autumnal launch, as a now accepted part of the church calendar,6 has led to the 

unspoken consignment of hospitality to the service of evangelism. Accordingly, I will 

assess the coherence of the hospitality deployed by Holy Trinity Brompton in relation 

to the Alpha Course, and the consistency of hospitality across courses elsewhere. I 

will also consider the arguments of those who deem the offered hospitality excessive, 

or deficient, and I will suggest that the particular hospitality showcased by HTB has 

fallen short by exhibiting sexist and ableist attitudes. The Archbishop of Canterbury’s 

justification for discipleship in the Church of England was discussed in the last 

chapter, and both Alpha and Messy Church seek to encourage discipleship, so I will 

evaluate their respective conceptualisations of hospitality, Trinitarian hospitality, and 
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the place of Holy Communion, in achieving this aim. I will also consider the move 

online necessitated by the pandemic, but I commence with Alpha’s modest claim to be 

a means of proclamation.

2. Publishing the good news?

On the Alpha UK website, a highlighted quote from a Global Impact Study, 

commissioned from the US-based Barna Group in 2016, inaccurately asserts of those 

surveyed that ‘93% of churches said Alpha is an effective tool for evangelism’.7 As a 

course coming out of the evangelical tradition, I take the wording of the prompt 

‘effective tool’ to signify human inadequacy, as conversion is supremely the work of 

the Holy Spirit (a point reiterated by Tomlin and Millar in their insider-evaluation of 

the course).8 Given the sometimes virulent criticism directed towards Alpha and HTB, 

the phrasing seemingly also functions to allay fears of ulterior motives. This assertion 

of intermediation rather than recruitment is reiterated in an article in The Spectator: 

‘ “The Alpha course is for people who don’t go to church,” explains Mark Elsdon-

Dew, a former Express news editor who runs the PR operation. “But it’s not a church. 

It’s a publishing company. It’s a resource for churches to use, to introduce people to 

Christianity” ’.9 I have reproduced this quote in context to show how the statement is 

juxtaposed with the professional background in journalism of the speaker, although 

for readers predisposed to scepticism, with no ecclesial understanding, this statement 

might well be equated with the denial of being a cult. Similarly, Heard quotes Nicky 

Gumbel, former curate of HTB, and now its vicar, and the evangelist who fronts most 

Alpha presentations, who developed Alpha into its current form, as saying 
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disarmingly: ‘We found something that works and we’ve been trying to find out why 

it works’.10 If the suspicious are to be believed, this is a feigned diffidence, but given 

the iterative development of Alpha his reluctance to speculate is consistent with a post 

hoc theologising of the proffered hospitality (the theological rationale of Tomlin and 

Millar will be examined subsequently).11 Notwithstanding HTB’s internal 

commitment to hospitality as part of church life,12 such comments, whether intended 

as indirect repudiation of allegations of indoctrination (see Hunt below), or not, may 

have the inadvertent effect of instrumentalising the hospitality component of the 

course, as I will now show.

2.1. Alpha and its critics

The Alpha Course, an introduction to Christian faith in the context of weekly 

meals, started at Holy Trinity Brompton in London, and has since extended beyond 

the Church of England, and is now found worldwide, including improbably, the 

Malaysian prison system.13 This latter fact of cross-cultural transposition to a carceral 

setting of an initially ad hoc course for church members unintentionally renders 

Hunt’s statement in The Alpha Enterprise the more concerning: ‘It could be argued 

that Alpha takes people out of their natural environment, plies them with food and 

personal attention, and then subjects them to systematic indoctrination over a period 

of weeks’.14 Despite this tendentious statement, Hunt does acknowledge subsequently 

that people can drop out at any point: the terminal words of the book are ‘undue 

coercion remains a possibility, but there is a great danger in overstating the case’.15 

Tomlin and Millar give an emic view: ‘So, the real centre of Alpha is not the talk 
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scheme but the experience it gives of church and Christian community’.16 The most 

controversial part of the course is the optional weekend away, on the topic of the Holy 

Spirit, which, in Hunt’s opinion, ‘constitutes, in many respects the crowning point of 

the programme’.17 Some participants are nervous about the prospect of 

‘brainwashing’, or think they have signed up for a ‘brainwashing cult’.18

If proven, the detractors’ view that Alpha hospitality connives at a psychic 

assault on unwitting participants, would essentially challenge part of my argument in 

Chapter 3 that multi-faceted hospitality can reinforce dignity and personhood when 

spiritual and intellectual capacity is brought into question, but the facts of self-

enrolment on Alpha, and subsequent attrition over the duration of the course,19 render 

such claims implausible. From an etic perspective, Hunt references Ritzer’s 

McDonaldization theory to judge the meal as formulaic: ‘The meal is calculated to be 

a common experience and likely to enhance the conditions in which people will begin 

to integrate into the Alpha group’.20 Furthermore, Hunt cynically attributes emergent 

segmentation by mode of delivery, or audience, to the pursuit of McGavran’s 

‘homogeneous unit principle’ of evangelism21 (in essence a colonialist justification for 

caste-differentiated mission predicated on ‘like attracting like’). Martyn Percy 

welcomes the opportunity to recast an earlier ‘mischievous, tongue-in-cheek and 

waspish swipe’ at Alpha for the Foreword of Hunt’s book,22 and then proceeds to 

lampoon the ‘Knightsbridge accent’ of Alpha, by conjuring imaginary participants 
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named Sophie and Thomas.23 (It is presumably not unintentional that their names 

represent the twin poles of biblical wisdom and doubt.) Percy duly opines: ‘Whether 

you are a consumer or a critic, Alpha’s friendly and bathetic form of hegemony 

deserves some respect’,24 and yet this grudging admission is nullified by his barely-

concealed distaste.

It is at this juncture that criticism of the imposition of a non-indigenous model 

of middle-class supper parties would have most force,25 were it not for the fact that 

Alpha has now spread all across the world to countries with very different food 

cultures and social structures. Hunt rightly raises the possibility that ‘eating in 

public . . . [and] a feeling of being obliged to engage in conversation with strangers 

brings a sense of intimidation’ for some,26 although Richards argues that the 

distraction afforded by eating can mitigate any anxiety.27 Brian is wary that the meal 

creates a sense of obligation: ‘To refuse the meal would seem impolite, but to accept 

it is to accept what lay [sic] behind it’,28 but Heard is more concerned with the 

influence of group-dynamics on the vulnerable in the subsequent discussion-groups, 

or during times of prayer.29 Social conventions and social pressure aside, Richards is 

of the opinion that the meal is both benign and paramount: ‘Rather than being simply 

a matter of function, the meal is perhaps the evangelising influence, beyond which the 

testimonies, videos and talks are (perhaps literally) the icing on the cake’.30 Indeed, 

she suggests that focus on the message and delivery of the visible evangelist misses 

the service of those ‘Marthas’ who provide the food and create the atmosphere,31 and 
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it is to consideration of those helpers, and the construction of welcome and inclusion 

that I turn next.

2.2. A woman’s place . . .

The Alpha Course has attracted a lot of media coverage in its lifetime, and I 

will argue that a newspaper article reveals more than was intended by the interviewee, 

so allowing me to construct a more nuanced account of the milieu which originated 

Alpha’s famed hospitality. Mark Elsdon-Dew, described as a press officer by Jon 

Ronson in The Guardian in 2000, and now Alpha Communications Director, is 

quoted thus: ‘ “Nicky [Gumbel] bought standard lamps back in 1991,” says Mark later 

that afternoon. “He took an interest in the food. There are flowers. Young, quite-pretty 

girls welcome you at the door” ’.32 The breath-takingly casual rating of female 

appearance coupled with intentional deployment at the entrance is overtly sexist, and 

raises a wider moral issue, which falls short of the need for safeguarding, but does 

amount to pandering to the male gaze. (I take his inappropriate use of the designation 

‘girls’ to be of a piece with his objectification of these young women.) His asides 

imply that food became secondary to the ambience once settings became larger and 

more impersonal, but such relegation to being on a par with the décor raises the 

question of the place of women in HTB. Heard describes it as being ‘commonly 

known among staff at HTB, that he [Nicky Gumbel] ensures his Alpha group are 

“hand picked” to include an assortment of young, bright and high-achieving 

non-churchgoers’,33 which is another potential matter of concern, and an abuse of 

power. 

In the 2007 book, The Alpha Phenomenon, Brookes describes an HTB staff 

team that did not have any female clergy (this more than a decade after the ordination 

of women in the Church of England).34 By contrast, there are now ten women on the 

leadership team, not counting transient ordinands: seven curates, an associate vicar, 
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and two licensed lay ministers, which suggests a more accommodating stance towards 

the ministry of women in recent years.35 However, this seeming softening toward 

female-leadership has to be considered alongside Nicky Gumbel’s reasoning behind 

the lack of a residential weekend on the Morning Alpha courses: ‘The main difference 

in the organisation and timing is the absence of the weekend away as we feel on the 

whole it is not practical for women to be separated from their families at the 

weekend’.36 This modification exhibits stereotypical gendered assumptions about 

childcare, as the participation of men is never questioned. It also presumes that a day-

time course facilitates the looking-after of children, while discounting the wider 

possibility that shift work, or family life, might prevent anyone from taking part in a 

scheduled ten-week course, let alone a particular weekend (for example, Hunt reports 

complaints of the course being too long and tiring).37

In my view, such sentiments, coupled with the disparagement of nubile 

women helpers, are indicative of a prevailing attitude in HTB towards the unmarried. 

It is notable that of the suite of other courses also produced by HTB, that the five-

session Pre-Marriage Course started in 1985, the seven-session Marriage Course in 

1996 (both come under the same banner of The Marriage Course), whereas the 

Singleness Conversations did not occur until 2019, and consist merely of two 

downloadable audio talks, in contrast to video and in-person options for the other 

courses.38 The married male co-presenter of the Singleness Conversations admits 

candidly that marriage and family life is often used to validate speakers when they are 

introduced in services, in a way which subtly disadvantages the single person39 (in a 

not unrelated observation, participants in Brian’s research on the Alpha Course 
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highlight the adoring looks exchanged on film by the Gumbels as mirth-inducing, but 

also a possible hindrance to some).40 In churches more generally, the up-front 

positioning of family life could lead to newcomers with more chaotic upbringings, or 

difficult domestic circumstances, feeling excluded, or a failure. Welcome, as an 

element of hospitality, should not reinforce gender inequality (implicit in the 

regrettable and patronising remarks quoted earlier), or imply the primacy of marriage, 

as apparently reflected in the chronology of the pastoral and educational priorities of 

HTB. Undeniably, the impetus behind this sequencing of courses is the damaging 

effects of relationship-breakdown and divorce, especially on children, but it does 

suggest that the apostle Paul’s preferred option of singleness has been culturally 

suppressed, or in Christian terms, insufficiently honoured, perhaps because of the 

particular sociological background in which Alpha arose.

I have alluded to the ambiguous status of women and the unmarried, and 

another distortion of hospitality arising from an occurrence of problematic language, 

comes in the reported use of the profoundly offensive term ‘moron’, in the relation of 

an anecdote in an Alpha video-presentation. Nicky Gumbel tells a story, which in 

Hunt’s opinion could be true or made-up, in which a woman uses the word ‘moron’ as 

a pejorative term for someone who has a family tradition of membership in a 

denomination not her own. Hunt concludes: ‘The apparent moral of this story was that 

all those who do not have the ecumenical spirit, and by the way of argument, a 

particular view of the Holy Spirit, are dogmatic and ignorant’.41 This gratuitous insult 

is recorded by Hunt as occurring during the teaching on the Holy Spirit weekend,42 

although without a specific reference, it is correspondingly difficult to substantiate, or 

indeed ascertain whether this has since been omitted from subsequent reissues of the 
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teaching material. Hunt himself registers the word as a calumny, but does not seem to 

recognise the import of the term, and is more concerned about sectarianism, and the 

context in which it arises. But, by the time this material was recorded and distributed, 

it is arguable that even a non-professional should have been sufficiently sensitive to 

the negative connotations of the word not to have repeated it, even anecdotally as 

reported speech, as Gumbel is said to have done. (As I referenced in Chapter 3, 

Hughes and Williamson are of the opinion that by comparison with the subject of 

dementia, the field of learning disability has been more progressive in eliminating 

pejorative terminology.)43 Invented in 1910 by H. H. Goddard, an American advocate 

of eugenics, the term did not appear in contemporary British legislation, but the 

Oxford English Dictionary cites usage by the posthumously discredited educational 

psychologist Cyril Burt in 1937.44 The word is an obsolete linguistic relic of an 

horrific and shameful past, usage of which can neither be justified, nor condoned. The 

use of dehumanising language entrenches stigma and enforces exclusion, and so is 

even more inappropriate in a context of proclaimed hospitality.

3. The significance of hospitality on the Alpha Course

An article by Graham Tomlin and Sandy Millar (former vicar of HTB, under 

whose oversight Nicky Gumbel refined and developed the pre-existent Alpha Course 

during his curacy), advances an edible apologia for the course: ‘Alpha gives a guest a 

bite-size experience of life in the Christian community, and they are invited to try it 

themselves’.45 The catechetical model of the course looks to the initiatory practices of 
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the early Church, and rejects the merely propositional for the experiential.46 

Accordingly, they pose the question, albeit awkwardly worded: ‘How does Alpha help 

indwell the Christian faith as a way of life?’,47 and turn firstly to the Trinity for an 

answer. They define their ontological destination thus: ‘At the heart of the universe 

there is not an individual, nor random diverse chaos but a community that is different 

and yet completely at one. This means that ultimate reality is relational’.48 This 

statement is entirely orthodox, but in its proximity to their advocacy of hospitality it 

accords with my proposition of hospitality as an expression of inclusion which reflects 

the divine nature.

In their theological reflections, Tomlin and Millar turn secondly to the 

Incarnation, and adverting to the practice of Jesus, they conclude: ‘Questions are a 

vital part of incarnational mission’.49 In my opinion, in this instance, Tomlin and 

Millar have missed an opportunity to reiterate hospitality as the context for much of 

Jesus’ ministry and teaching, and hence the profoundly embodied nature of the 

questions and dialogue that arise in a meal-setting (cf. Moore on Messy Church),50 or 

even the table as referent, as in the case of the Syrophoenician woman, but thence as 

an actuality for her daughter after her remote deliverance, as I put forward in 

Chapter 2. Instead, they position the Alpha meal as a foretaste of the heavenly banquet 

and the ultimate welcome of God, and view the ecumenical adoption of the Alpha 

Course in the light of that inclusion.51 Accordingly, in seeking to locate the place of 

hospitality in the ‘mission-shaped’ Church of England, it would seem that part of the 

answer lies in the ‘gift’ of the Alpha Course to the wider church, although 

consideration of the dissemination and reception of the format is beyond my present 

remit. However, despite Tomlin and Millar’s categorisation of the meal as 

prospective, Brookes notes: ‘The Ascension is hardly mentioned and not explained. 
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Little mention is made of Heaven (or Hell) or the after life, Christ’s Second Coming 

and the resurrection of the dead, the New Heaven and New Earth’.52 This might seem 

to be incoherent, given their (and my) connection of earthly eating and heavenly 

welcome, but it is understandable given the need to impose limits on a basic 

introduction to Christianity, and keep it relevant and accessible.

3.1. Deficient hospitality?

Moreover, with regard to the import of hospitality, Brookes points out that it 

should be understood not only as intrinsic to the experience of Alpha, but also integral 

to the pastoral support offered to church members by Holy Trinity Brompton through 

‘pastorates’, which meet fortnightly for Bible study and a meal.53 Brookes comments 

that not all external course-organisers are alert to the familial dynamic which pertains 

after the voluntary transition from a guest-host relationship.54 Even with such 

awareness, it is possible that similar hospitality is unlikely to be replicated beyond the 

duration of the course, as claimed by Ward in the article previously cited,55 a claim 

which I will examine in due course. I noted in my opening reflections that ‘welcome’ 

and after-service refreshments, and the Alpha Course (where known) are the default 

recourse when the topic of hospitality is broached in church circles. However, the very 

fact that Alpha is associated with hospitality speaks to the rarity of gathering together 

for a meal beyond the immediate household in a non-commercial setting, and so, if 

comparable hospitality is insufficiently incorporated into any experience of church 

subsequent to Alpha, it might then be argued justly of the courses that devolve on a 

local church that hospitality is merely a temporary expedient.

Hitherto, in describing current eucharistic practice, I have deliberately not 

distinguished between the elements of the meal practised by the early Christians, but 
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Bishop Lindsay Urwin writing on the place of the sacramental ministry in Fresh 

Expressions of Church, sees Alpha as being deficient: ‘Alpha missed a trick, no not a 

trick, a grace, by not leading people on from the joy of eating supper together to the 

meal. It led some to want to keep on experiencing Alpha, but who did not make the 

journey to the altar’.56 (Here altar is not synonymous with repentance and conversion, 

as it might be in some forms of evangelical Protestant piety.) He proceeds to argue 

that ‘a fresh expression of the Church which loads up tables with cakes and goodies to 

entice the punter and indeed practises hospitality, is not enough of a [Messianic] 

sign’.57 His wording in this sentence is disrespectful to recipients and providers alike, 

and vilifies cake as much as any governmental advice, or dietitian urging moderation. 

The succeeding sentence is unimpeachable in its approach to poverty, but does not 

cohere with his overall argument on the importance of the sacraments: ‘It is not a true 

foretaste of the messianic banquet, for there are tables that are empty and some have 

none’.58 This becomes clear in the minatory final sentences of his essay which limit 

hospitality to the sacramental: ‘Jesus has food to give and only he can provide it. We 

are his providers, and if we fail to feed in his name, we will answer’.59 The 

complacency of his episcopal ‘we’ has to be questioned, because it claims inclusivity, 

and he once more appears to conflate eucharistic distribution with Matthean feeding 

of the hungry and needy.60

Urwin’s disfavour towards Alpha course-repeaters takes a slightly different 

form to the implied criticism of the Alpha-enthusiasts identified by Hunt, who will be 

encountered subsequently, but given that the Corinthians welcomed two categories of 

non-members according to Smith,61 repetition, or in Urwin’s terms, eucharistic non-
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participation, is insufficient grounds for criticism. Indeed, in apparent efforts to be 

completist in their induction, Holy Trinity Brompton include a service of Holy 

Communion as part of the Holy Spirit weekend,62 which partially belies Urwin’s 

contention, as it is a ritual curiosity in the light of Section B15A of the canons of the 

Church of England (7th edition), which do not, with certain exceptions, permit the 

unconfirmed to communicate.63 Heard characterises Alpha as having a ‘minimalist 

theology of the Old Testament, Trinity, ecclesiology, sacraments, creation and social 

justice’.64 Percy, and Ireland and Booker come to broadly similar conclusions on 

content and omissions; the latter suggest including ‘more on the Trinity, the person of 

God the Father, the sacraments of the Church and the pursuit of social justice, and 

shorter more balanced sections on the Holy Spirit and healing’, although Brookes 

notes approvingly that God is consistently presented as loving Father.65 The claim of 

omission with regard to the sacraments is unfair, because the Alpha Course 

deliberately eschews topics on which there is confessional divergence, so as not to 

undermine ecumenism.66 Matters of ecclesial constitution and practice 

notwithstanding, their other reservations, and Urwin’s starting point of the Messianic 

banquet, do indicate the need for supplementation of the Trinitarian hospitality 

marshalled by Tomlin and Millar in their theological justification, whence my overall 

contention of inadequate conceptualisation and communication of an holistic 

Christian hospitality, one that recognises relationality and inclusion, not just being 

 265 

  

———————————
62 

Hunt reproduces a suggested timetable for the weekend. See Hunt, The Alpha Enterprise, 69–70.

63 

See Church of England, “Section B.” Updated February 2021, 

https://www.churchofengland.org/about/leadership-and-governance/legal-services/canons-church-

england/section-b. (It is of momentary interest that these were previously listed under ‘Policy and 

Thinking’ when accessed in November 2020.) However, Heard quotes Gumbel as inviting those who 

‘ “know and love Jesus Christ” ’ to receive Communion (James Heard, Inside Alpha: Explorations in 

Evangelism, reprint, 2009 (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2012), 50). Gumbel describes the ‘informal 

communion service’ as the ‘ “the climax of the whole course” ’ (Heard, Inside Alpha, 50). Heard 

observes that it is ‘in the fashion of the “self-service” sacrament, where people pass a loaf one to 

another’, but it remains an oddity nonetheless (Heard, Inside Alpha, 50).

64 

Heard, Inside Alpha, 46, 53, here at 46.

65 

Mark Ireland and Mike Booker, Making New Disciples: Exploring the Paradoxes of Evangelism 

(London: SPCK, 2015), 75; Brookes, “The Content of Alpha,” 51.

66 

Nicky Gumbel, interview, Broadcast 9 September 1998, News at Ten (ITV), cited in Brian, “The 

Alpha Course,” 88.



hospitable in the provision of food and drink. And so, from reception by differing 

traditions within the Church of England, I now turn to a broader evaluation of the 

merits of the Alpha Course.

3.2. The attractions of Alpha’s hospitality

Heard somewhat inelegantly points to the Janus-faced ambiguity arising from 

Alpha’s heritage: ‘From Alpha's mutation from a discipleship course to aiming at both 

mission and spiritual formation, Alpha stumbled upon, and is perhaps a return to, the 

traditional means of communicating the faith in the Anglican tradition’.67 Here he is 

acknowledging Alpha’s recognition of conversion as more likely to be a process, 

rather than a crisis decision, particularly in a society less acquainted with Christian 

beliefs. In similar vein, Tomlin couches the hospitality in Alpha as a preparedness to 

listen, and not close down questions, and concludes:

Alpha at its best is an example of evangelism that seeks to extend 
hospitality to guests, to mirror God’s welcome to a broken world. 
Hospitality by its very nature does not force itself upon people. In some 
ways it is a healthy sign if some people coming on Alpha Courses do 
not end up as Christians or part of a church.68

This is further reminiscent of Nouwen’s guests going their own way,69 but the 

converse, whereby ‘graduates’ are incorporated as future hosts for the course,70 is self-

perpetuating and risks casting hospitality as introverted, and defined only in the 

context of the course.

In The Alpha Enterprise Hunt makes an observation based on the sociological 

research he conducted: ‘We have also noted that Alpha offers the material and 

psychological benefits of company and companionship, therapy, and free meals’.71 

Furthermore, from his nationwide survey he identifies a ‘handful of individuals who 

apparently were pragmatically taking advantage of an Alpha course in order to 

embrace its hospitality or for company’: ‘From this group were drawn the so-called 
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“Alphaholics” – people who would repeatedly sign up for the course. Hospitality and 

a free meal are not without appeal’.72 This slighting description and laconic 

assessment is a recurrence, as Hunt has earlier used the selfsame term for returnees 

‘attracted by human company, personal attention and pastoral care’,73 but he fails to 

give a provenance.74 Nevertheless, it is an insensitive and offensive designation which 

unthinkingly minimises the pain of addiction and alcoholism. Whether the 

pathologised ‘Alphaholics’ are unconsciously perceived as failures (by exhibiting 

need and not being converted in a timely fashion), or as opportunists, would speak to 

the motivation of those offering a conditional hospitality in actuality and retrospect. 

(The seasoned response of HTB to would-be returners is to recruit them as helpers,75 

as the Alpha Course itself is intended for first-time guests.) I interpret the epithet as a 

narrative of concealed judgement which treats supposed ‘guests’ as mere consumers, 

rather than truly welcome guests. Furthermore, as an apparent ‘insider’ judgement on 

frequent attenders, it bespeaks a simultaneous lack of charity and insight as to why 

people might come repeatedly. This inhospitality on the part of host churches 

notwithstanding, the circumstance indirectly demonstrates the attractiveness and the 

scarcity of hospitality (and perhaps the prevalence of hunger and food insecurity).76 In 

stark contrast, I now turn to a telling account of the Alpha experience from a course-

organiser.

A blog on the Alpha website, by the Balham Vineyard, on each week of the 

Alpha Course, gushes enthusiastically in the manner of gossip magazines granted 
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‘intimate’ access to celebrities: ‘We liked seeing Nicky and Pippa [Gumbel] and 

hearing about their story (especially watching Nicky learn to chop asparagus!) and 

likening it to a relationship with God’.77 This confirms a blithe unawareness of the 

expense, and the likely unavailability of fresh asparagus to a number of viewers, first 

by the Gumbels, secondly by the film-makers, and lastly by these enamoured 

watchers. The truly bathetic comparison of vegetable-preparation with intercourse 

with the divine is beyond parody in its lack of insight (although the mental image of 

Alan Bennett’s vicar in Beyond the Fringe coupled with a staple of middle-class 

cuisine, after the manner of his clerical musings on Esau, life, and a tin of sardines is 

irresistible).78

4. The future of Alpha

Having considered how ill-chosen words, or the very act of welcome, may 

reflect unsurfaced norms or unconsidered prejudice, and so inadvertently undermine 

hospitality, and the perceived place of food and hospitality within the Alpha Course, I 

will now examine specifically the evolution of hospitality arising from the advent of 

coronavirus and the move to online presentations. In a video from ‘Alpha Global 

Comms’ entitled ‘Running Alpha in 2020’, Nicky Gumbel proclaims his astonishment 

at the successful transition:

Alpha online has totally, totally astonished me. I was not interested in 
Alpha online. I always said, you know, why would anyone want to do 
Alpha online, this is about, you know, having a meal together, and so I 
would have had no interest in it at all. To my amazement it worked so 
well online.79

His urbane tones are contrasted with a narrated voice-over by a male speaker who 
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speaks with glottal stops and drops his aitches, which may prove disconcerting for 

non-native speakers of English. In light of persistent criticisms of Holy Trinity, 

Brompton as elitist, the differential social class positioning signalled by their 

juxtaposed vocal delivery is interesting, and presumably an intentional attempt at 

diversity. It is notable that Gumbel is not identified by any caption, presumably 

because he is held to be instantly recognisable to the Alpha constituency. 

Obviously, this more recent claim of successful online hospitality is more 

difficult to quantify or substantiate from the perspective of participants. Online 

hospitality is limited to fostering inclusion in a sensorily-deprived setting with 

distorted, or absent social cues, such as eye-contact, with no pleasurable anticipation 

of a meal (or smell of food). Under ‘Top Tips’ the Alpha website encourages: ‘Even 

though groups are meeting online, churches can still put a strong emphasis on 

hospitality’.80 ‘Heavier’ email communication through weekly summaries is 

advocated, as is asking for thoughts, and the instruction: ‘Make sure to check-in if 

someone missed a night’.81 It also recommends ‘saying hello, asking questions, telling 

jokes’,82 which last seems insensitive in the context of a global pandemic, particularly 

with participants in unknown circumstances. However, this mode of delivery does 

enable the synchronous layering of teaching and discussion with written responses, 

and queries, and could be said to offer a digitally-facilitated welcome. Alpha does 

provide subtitled videos, and so it is possible that beyond pandemic necessity, this 

belated transition to the internet could offer advantages to those who might struggle to 

hear in crowded venues. In addition, for example, the online format might well suit 

those with sensory-processing difficulties or anxiety, who can find proximity and 

social interaction overwhelming at the best of times. It would seem therefore that it is 

theoretically possible to offer a pixelated welcome through video-conferencing 

software tools for neurodivergent enquirers about Christianity, despite the manifest 
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inadequacies of such media for Communion services, or as a proxy for the physically-

gathered church (as investigated in Chapter 4). Obviously, the opportunities for 

socialisation afforded by a sit-down meal are absent, and so, such presentations do 

present the chance to refute the claims of those who view the meal with cynicism, as 

an evangelistic ploy.

Overall, Alpha does provide a forum for discussion (albeit tightly-controlled in 

the opinion of critics), and the creation of such a space accords, to whatever degree, 

with the exploration of vocation through hospitality proposed by Nouwen.83 Brookes 

notes the holistic appeal of Alpha, but considers it deficient in not addressing social, 

ecological, or global issues.84 Clearly, as alluded to earlier with regard to doctrinal 

comprehensiveness, choices have to be made about topics in a short course, but such 

issues have become ever more pressing since Brookes wrote in 2007. In a piece 

written when he was the Archbishop of Canterbury’s Youth Advisor, Ward attracted 

much press attention for his provocative critique of Alpha as an example of 

postmodern ‘McDonaldization’:

What Baudrillard calls simulacrum, the copy of a copy for which there 
is no original. Alpha offers those from outside of the Church an 
experience of the faith which has a measure of unreality. Membership 
of a local church, regular Sunday worship and so on are simply not like 
Alpha.85

Ward’s claim of incommensurability holds true, if Brookes’ caveat about the 

enmeshed nature of hospitality in HTB subsequent to Alpha is not taken into account 

by local course organisers, but the contrast is equally true of any other special event, 

as Martin makes clear in her description of the need to transition to discipleship.86 

However, I consider that the strongest case for sustainable outreach and authentic 
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church lies in a context of a continuum of hospitality, whether or not that includes the 

Alpha Course. While acknowledging a ‘work of God’,87 Ward worries about Alpha 

suppressing evangelistic innovation,88 and so it may be that Messy Church’s 

promotion of creativity holds a mirror to unfavourable accounts of programmatic 

evangelism. Accordingly, I will now consider ‘messy’ hospitality.

5. Messy Church and ‘messy hospitality’

In Chapter 5 I recalled Ramsey’s ‘untidy’ Anglican church, and I now turn to 

Messy Church, an all-age89 format which seeks to be Christ-centred, and to uphold the 

values of creativity, celebration, and hospitality by providing intergenerational 

creative activities with a worship-slot and a catered meal, usually on a monthly 

basis.90 Messy Church was started by Lucy Moore, in her husband’s then parish, but 

has since been adopted widely, and is now under the auspices of the Bible Reading 

Fellowship (BRF). Moore derived inspiration from Ward’s liquid church with ‘fuzzy 

 271 

  

———————————
87 

Pete Ward, “Alpha,” 286.

88 

Pete Ward, “Alpha,” 285.

89 

In order to overcome any devaluing perception of Messy Church as ‘just for children’ it deems itself 

to be all-age, but it is significant that the downloadable logo for this value shows a stylised scaled line-

up ranging from a seated baby in nappies on the left, to a standing adult and child in the middle, and 

finally, an adult wheelchair-user on the right (their seated height falls between the previous figures). See 

Messy Church, “What Messy Church is and Isn’t.” Accessed 19 November 2020, 

https://www.messychurch.org.uk/what-messy-church-and-isnt; Messy Church, “Messy Church Values 

Images.” Accessed 19 November 2020, https://www.messychurch.org.uk/resource/messy-church-

values-images. Not only does this representation apparently conflate age and disability, but all-age is 

also a signifier for family (single adults unaccompanied by children are not permitted for obvious 

safeguarding reasons, and because Moore fears confusion with official helpers). See Lucy Moore, 

Messy Church 2, 47. The age-range of helpers may also be significantly skewed towards retirees unless, 

as Moore recommends, maturing teenagers are co-opted into leadership: ‘We whisk them on to the 

leadership team as soon as they show an aptitude and yearning’ (Lucy Moore, Messy Church 2: Ideas 

for Discipling a Christ-Centred Community (Abingdon: BRF, 2008), 48). Like the incorporation of 

Alpha-graduates as a means of retention and formation, this action could be seen as pragmatic, as 

families may stop coming once a child reaches a certain age if they perceive Messy Church as being 

primarily for children. The pandemic created online opportunities for younger leaders: ‘The first steps 

were made towards young Messy leaders developing their own international leadership community with 

support from the network’, which is a hopeful sign for future collaboration, and securing the youthful 

diversity desired by the Church of England (Lucy Moore, “Introduction,” in Messy Discipleship: Messy 

Church Perspectives on Growing Faith, ed. Lucy Moore (Abingdon: BRF, 2021), 8).

90 

Lucy Moore, Messy Church: Fresh Ideas for Building a Christ-Centred Community (Abingdon: 

BRF, 2006), 21. Moore reports that George Lings, then Director of the Church Army Reseach Unit, 

‘tongue-in-cheekily suggested’ an alternative series of descriptors starting with ‘C’: ‘Chill . . . Create . . 

. Celebrate . . . Chew (or chomp)’ (Moore, Messy Church 2, 22–23).



edges’91 (a chemical impossibility), and Murray’s forecast: ‘Post-Christendom 

churches will be messy communities where belonging, believing and behaving are in 

process rather than neatly integrated’.92 This melding of ideas shows that her vision is 

about inclusion rather than exclusion, but to the unsuspecting visitor a ‘messy’ church 

is more likely to signify a lack of internal behavioural strictures, rather than a diffuse 

boundary between inside and outside, or attendance and acceptance. As I will examine 

next, Moore’s focus is resolutely on discipleship, despite her avowal of 

indeterminacy, whereas on the basis of the name, those who come may simply expect 

curated activities in a permissive spiritual atmosphere.

5.1. Messy Church?

Alpha is keen to stress that it is not a church, whereas Messy Church openly 

proclaims that it is a ‘ “form of church”. . . “primarily for people who don’t already 

belong to another form of church” ’.93 However, as Dalpra shows, employing the four 

marks of church used in Mission-Shaped Church, not all instances of Messy Church 

actually constitute a church.94 Accordingly, Moore is protective of the balance 

between ecclesiality and a proprietary concept:

Let’s say right at the start that we have a delicate balance to keep 
between the two extremes of ‘You can only call it Messy Church if you 
adhere exactly to our prescribed formula’ and ‘Oh, just slap the name 
Messy Church on anything involving a child, glue or a sausage’.95

Furthermore, she declares: ‘we call it Messy Church up front, so that people have no 
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illusions that it’s just a social club’96 (although that presumes that church itself is not 

viewed by outsiders as a social club). However, her statement that when Messy 

Church started the celebration was held after the food, but some people left early,97 

supports a dual-awareness by the recusants, rather than her binary choice, in that they 

opted-out of what they perceived as the ‘church’ element tacked onto a social event. 

Thereafter, the meal was re-positioned to come last, ‘to give everyone every excuse to 

make space for worship in their busy lives’,98 she claims artfully.

Regardless of strategic withdrawal, or church-refusal, by those first attendees, 

Aspland undertook an assessment purporting to ascertain whether the ethos of Messy 

Church attracted certain personality-types under-represented in ‘traditional’ churches. 

She claims that the following two hypotheses were supported in the case of women, 

but not men:

The all-age format of activities and a meal promotes social interaction 
which attracts those with a preference for extraversion . . . The Messy 
Church value of hospitality facilitates interpersonal values and 
relational belonging which attracts those with a preference for 
feeling.99

However, it is more likely that participants see Messy Church as a family-friendly 

activity with opportunities for socialisation, and so it would be more meaningful to 

consider the temperament of the children. Nevertheless, Aspland cites Drane in her 

claim that Messy Church ‘has potential, through its distinct values, to offer a learning 

space grounded in more humane qualities which resonate more clearly with post-

modern sensibilities, such as “embodiment, interaction, mutuality, playfulness and 

story” ’.100 These accord with my application of hospitality to disability in Chapters 3 

and 4, and further vindication comes from Hahn’s account of how kinaesthetic 
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learning and the Messy Church ethos enables families with a child with a disability 

the opportunity for all siblings to share a common activity.101 Here hospitality 

exhibited in non-judgemental facilitation overcomes segregation, and personality is 

irrelevant.

I argue, therefore, that Aspland’s linkage of hospitality to personality-type is 

unduly limiting, and her claim that hospitality was significantly predicted by 

extraversion, and an orientation towards the promotion of socialisation, and child-led 

learning, confines hospitality solely to the ability to accommodate a child’s 

perceptions (in line with her focus on developmental learning).102 Furthermore, her 

typological assumptions risk dichotomising a ‘messy meal’ as a shared meal for 

extroverts, and Communion as a shared meal for liturgically-inclined introverts, 

despite the fact that she is primarily considering hospitality, and hence openness to 

experience, as being conducive to learning. Conversely, Hollinghurst wonders why 

worship was prioritised over hospitality, or the other Messy values.103 Interestingly, 

Aspland in her investigation charts a changing definition within Moore’s work, from 

the potentially off-putting ‘worship’, to the more culturally acceptable ‘celebration’.104 

Aspland suggests that this transition may unintentionally have shifted the emphasis 

‘from God as the object of worship, to the event itself as something joyful and 

pleasurable’105 (although the two are not mutually exclusive).

Nevertheless, the restructuring undertaken by Moore, and these changes in 

terminology, suggest that similarities between the meal and the ‘celebration’ are not 

necessarily apparent to participants, and in the light of her other comments, Moore’s 

imposition of a revised timetable is an equation of discipleship with worship. Despite 

Moore and Leadbetter openly admitting their agenda, it is apparent that internal intent 
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and external perception are still potentially at odds: ‘The way you go about making 

disciples may involve horrifying amounts of icing sugar and glitter glue … we’re here 

to make disciples, not to try to get people coming to our church service or to give 

them a Nice Time’.106 The following encomium written in 2015 by then BRF Team 

Member, Martyn Payne, plots this progress and contradicts a narrow definition of 

worship:

Messy Church is reminding us that Christian nurture in the faith is not 
primarily about the liturgy or the lectionary, nor about the sacrament or 
the sermon, nor even solely about personal Bible reading and private 
prayer, but rather about being and becoming Christians together: 
putting the communion back into the Eucharist; the conversation back 
into our worship; the community back into our conversion; the serving 
back into our services; and putting the shared experience of our 
friendship with Jesus and each other into true discipleship.107

From the carefully composed alliterative pairings at the beginning, this description 

then becomes additive and prescriptive to provide a neat summation of much 

intellectual argument about the rediscovery of hospitality and communitas within the 

Christian experience, while utilising an evangelical perspective. Thus, in the final 

chapter of Messy Discipleship, Moore overtly declares that ‘the most pressing 

concern’ of Messy Church is ‘the salvation of each new generation’; she concludes the 

book prayerfully: ‘we long, by God’s grace and in the power of the Holy Spirit, to 

become ever-more [sic] centred around Jesus and shaped by him’.108 Although being 

Christ-centred is the primary Messy value,109 it is interesting to speculate whether her 

wording consciously echoes that of the Archbishop of York and his vision for the 

Church of England, as a means of asserting the validity of Messy Church as church (in 

an earlier paragraph she refers to ‘churchmanship that dismisses Messy Church as 
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inferior and inadequate’).110 But, having considered Moore’s justification and defence 

of the format, I will now look at how the hospitality offered within Messy Church is 

conceptualised.

5.2. Developing Messy hospitality

As already outlined, hospitality is a constitutive core value for Messy Church, 

and their website declares: ‘Hospitality runs through every Messy Church like a 

golden thread . . . It is a church of justice and equality, expressed most of all around 

the meal tables’.111 After several years of Messy Church, Moore obviously felt the 

need to make ‘messy’ hospitality explicit in a handbook for helpers, and she admits 

her debt to Christine Pohl in the Acknowledgements to what is essentially a messy 

manifesto.112 Moore is defiantly practical therein, in her invocation of the Trinity:

We proclaim the trinitarian, relational God who, by grace, welcomes us 
into his kingdom, in part by having clean toilets. (Or perhaps it would 
be more accurate to say that our proclamation of our God is not 
revealed to be hypocritical and empty because we couldn’t be bothered 
to check the state of the toilets).113

Moore’s writing in Messy Hospitality is intentionally easy-to-read and humorous, and 

she deliberately uses exaggeration, but after the manner of Alpha it seems that 

theological reflection on hospitality as a defining value was post hoc. Unsurprisingly, 

Moore derives her theology of hospitality from comparison with Jesus, but in 

exploring Jesus as host and guest her interpretation is unconventional:

When he might have settled into a safe home life, he abandoned 
Nazareth for the wilderness, for three years of homelessness, 
depending on God and on the hospitality of others. He let go of more 
and more, until he let go even of the ‘home’ he’d been living in for 33 
years—his actual body. This was vulnerability at its most extreme. 
This was where the host, planet Earth, broke all the rules of hospitality 

 276 

  

———————————
110 

Lucy Moore, “Conclusion,” 117–18.

111 

Messy Church, “Messy Church Value: Hospitality,” bold omitted. Accessed 19 November 2020, 

https://www.messychurch.org.uk/hospitality.

112 

Lucy Moore, Messy Hospitality, n.p.

113 

Lucy Moore, Messy Hospitality, 41. Moore’s concern is put into wider perspective by Mombo’s 

exposure of the legacy of colonialism, which implicates religion, urban poverty, and lack of sanitation 

across the African continent: ‘The mission societies, together with colonial systems, helped create 

cities, and it is in the cities that one now find people living in abject poverty . . . These places, where the 

majority of poor people live, are also places where there is too much religion. There are more churches 

than toilets, and one wonders how the people cope with the call of nature’ (Esther M. Mombo, 

“Religion and Materiality: The Case of Poverty Alleviation,” in Religion and Poverty: Pan-African 

Perspectives, ed. Peter J. Paris (New York: Duke University Press, 2009), 216).



and slaughtered the guest–the enemy–in his time of apparent weakness. 
It was the ultimate betrayal.114

In terms of preceding discussion, the embodied ‘home’ relinquished in death, 

counterpoints Stuart’s maternal bodily hospitality,115 and her novel use of the scale of 

planetary violation of the norms of hospitality contrasts with Winter’s ‘cosmic’ 

hospitality,116 and this personification is perhaps intended to mitigate the centuries of 

antisemitism resulting from Christian interpretations of the Crucifixion. Proceeding 

chronologically, Moore also alludes to the spatial openness of the Roman atrium and 

family quarters, as well as patronage,117 and sees the accessibility and intimacy of 

Messy Church as affording the selfsame possibility of transformation of status through 

spatial progression.118 Her concluding rallying cry is ‘I dream of a church with 

hospitality in the heart and on the face of every member’.119 Despite her book being 

written as a popular and practical exploration of hospitality for the volunteers 

involved in Messy Church, both her pathway for initiation, and her calling forth of 

welcome, is not so far from that seen in the early Church in Chapter 1, whether the 

nearness of potentially noisy infants and children, taken for granted by Osiek and 

MacDonald in their auditory evocation of Christian meetings, or Pattison’s enraptured 

believers (although neither approach the exuberant participation endorsed by Moore).

Moore sees eating together as ‘sacred’,120 and with regard to hospitality, she is 

insistent: ‘We are not hospitable because it’s a good evangelistic tool. God can and 

does look after that side-effect of hospitality’.121 As an expression of a conventional 

evangelical trope, her choice of words could perhaps be bettered, but she echoes 

Morisy on obliquity. Moore links food and calling thus: ‘We trust that God will call 
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the people he wants to go further. We’ll just provide the fish fingers’.122 She even 

goes so far as to claim that the meal was an unintentional inspiration arising from 

‘embarrassing laziness’ and ‘shameful idleness’.123 That being loath to cook at home 

after a tiring day merits such disparagement, perhaps arises from her sense as an 

evangelical Christian of normative biblical womanhood,124 and could be seen as an 

internalised false consciousness which fails to register the unremitting work needed to 

provide family meals day in, day out. This unresolved ambivalence may also account 

for the saccharine praise directed towards kitchen-helpers, which I will analyse in due 

course.

 Writing on the significance of the meal to Messy Church, Moore asserts:

The meal gives the church the ‘right’ to create a learning and 
worshipping environment, and the learning and worshipping 
environment gives the meal its raison d’être. The meal is an expression 
of community, of gratuity (or generosity) and of valuing guests just as 
they are.125

Although she uses scare quotes to dissociate herself from presumptive provision, this 

sequential structuring illustrates the ambivalence inherent in feeding and teaching 

those on the fringes. The circulation of power inherent in unchallenged evangelistic 

assumptions is exposed by Aspland:

However, if the status afforded by the Christian story, is perceived to 
lie in the hands of Messy Church organisers, rather than shared 
between participants as each contributes their own perspective, the 
learning space will become imbalanced since the expectation will be 
that children should attend to adults, but that the reverse is not 
necessary.126
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Accordingly, she suggests the requisite conditions for learning through storytelling:

It is not enough to provide an environment where visitors encounter the 
Christian stories (Biblical, historical and personal faith stories), it is 
also necessary for those visitors to be able to respond to the stories 
authentically, and in turn, that helpers and organisers receive and 
respond authentically to the visitors’ stories.127

Her rejection of a top-down pedagogy for dialogical encounter is a recapitulation of 

Nouwen, but situated in the context of creativity, and reiterates the importance I 

assigned to storytelling as part of hospitality in Chapter 4. An untitled and 

unattributed document on Messy Church, downloadable from the Anglican Church 

Planting Initiatives website, suggests that there is a lingering underpinning of 

informational impartation as the model of discipleship, but notes that an 

apprenticeship model extends to the meal and encouraging parents and children to do 

activities together.128 More generally, Barrett and Harley outline the ease with which 

children can be instrumentalised, either as ‘the church of the future’ in idealised 

depictions of receptiveness, or commodified in attractively photogenic portrayals of 

tolerated disorder, while being disregarded when it comes to the business of ‘proper’ 

church.129 Accordingly, I will now interrogate the norms and assumptions which 

underlie the activities in Messy Church.

6. Messy meals

From her perspective of child-centred learning, Aspland writes: ‘Informal 

discussion over a shared meal provides rich opportunity for relational development 

and conversational learning’.130 In consequence, the meal is seen in terms which 

approach the therapeutic, rather than as an expression of hospitality. Moore likewise, 

uses an anecdote of the withdrawal of a grandchild from Messy Church (by an 

explicitly-identified Sunday church-attender, who didn’t want him to pick up bad 
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habits)131 to adopt a barely-concealed paternalistic attitude towards the opportunities 

for socialisation afforded by a sit-down meal. She writes of the onus on the woman 

herself to be an example:

It was an understandable reaction from a fond grandmother, but 
showed a complete lack of understanding of the bigger picture of our 
aim, which is a long-term process of gently setting standards that will 
make everyone comfortable at the table together, not insisting on 
middle-class table manners being learnt, or excluding rude people. She 
didn’t see that she could help improve the situation by being there as a 
good influence, rather than simply disappearing from the scene.132

These improving sentiments are echoed in the assumptions underlying the universal 

claim by BRF staff member Martin Payne: ‘We all know that the family meal is an 

endangered species in most homes nowadays, and therefore Messy Church's inclusion 

of this element is distinctly countercultural’.133 He then proceeds to demolish the 

particularity of his own assertion by citing ‘most of the major religions in the world’ 

in support of his case for intergenerational transmission of faith at festivities,134 

thereby showing his previous analysis to be an essentially class-based, culture-specific 

reading.135 He concludes his article thus: ‘If we are serious about nurturing faith and 

growing disciples in Messy Church, then the sit-down meal is definitely one of the 

first places to explore what this means in practice. Let's keep it on the menu!’136 His 

advocacy of an instructional meal is more didactic than Aspland, and differs from that 

of Moore, who, despite her moralising, is aiming at inclusion. However, the views of 

Moore and Payne both assume parental deficiency in those attending, thus positioning 

the proffered hospitality as instrumental and remedial. Nevertheless, in my view, the 
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danger is less of inculturation into particular mores, than the perennial issue of 

acculturation to ‘church’ (in whatever form), and a loss of outsider-perspective in 

those who come, persist, and believe. And so, having looked at constructions of 

behaviour at table, I now turn to the food on the table, in order to question the 

feasibility of hospitality within the Messy Church set-up.

6.1. Fairy tale food?

Earlier in the same article, Payne evaluates the meals he has been presented 

with on his travels around the country: ‘The meal, though, does come in various 

shapes and sizes, not all of them ideally suited to the sort of friendship-making and 

faith-sharing I have described’.137 He outlines how many Messy Churches opt for a 

high tea as their preferred style of eating together; he is dismissive of the ‘party meal’ 

which caters to childish tastes,138 or the ‘lone sandwich’,139 and exhorts:

I have come across plenty of Messy Churches that, when faced with the 
challenge of providing a meal, have found ingenious solutions. For 
example, I have enjoyed pizzas that have been bought in, watched a set 
of six slow cookers arrive, like the cavalry, just in time to save the day, 
and been treated to traditional fish and chips, hot from a local 
takeaway.140

The expense of bought-in food is ignored, which makes the enjoined hospitality seem 

unachievable for neophyte Messy organisers.141 In an exchange of emails about 

inadequate kitchen facilities at a church, and the environmental health regulations 

about using domestic kitchens, subsequently posted on the Messy Church website, 

Moore jokingly refers in her closing response to forthcoming home-cooked ‘six 

course evangelistic banquets’.142 Taken in conjunction with Payne’s scale of effort 

and acceptability, her tone could still be seen as indirect pressure to attain an expected 
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standard of sumptuousness, once requisite approval to transport pre-prepared food 

from home has been gained.

However, Moore is inconsistent in her attitude to quantity and quality. She 

generalises thus: ‘There is something sacred about eating together, however little is 

actually on the plates’,143 but she also prides herself on the ability to ‘plonk’ 

impromptu ‘large platefuls of chicken korma’ in front of men waiting to collect their 

families.144 She also gleefully describes the ‘vying for the bun with the most icing’ by 

adults, not just children.145 Nevertheless, Moore betrays a middle-class sensibility 

when describing the universality of the joys of eating, wherein luxury provides a 

supplementary warrant to the popular bun in the promotion of sensory delight:

Eating together is a simple, fundamental human need which is also, by 
the grace of God, a pleasure, available to anyone from birth to the end 
of life. What bliss it is to bite into a warm, fragrant, crumbly bun or to 
let your taste buds weep for joy over a sliver of smoked salmon.146

Having considered how particular menu items and food stuffs are used as proxies for 

hospitality, I now turn my attention to the valuation of those providing the food.

As I have already evidenced, Moore has an inimitable writing style using off-

beat humour and deliberate colloquialisms, punctuated with capitalisations and 

exclamation marks for emphasis, on the page, or screen.147 Such confected textual 

enthusiasm is presumably intended to be encouraging and accessible, but can lead to a 

performance of hapless helplessness by herself, and other leaders of Messy Church, as 

exhibited in this blog-post by BRF Team Member Jane Leadbetter, on the Messy 

Church website:

In the more than seven years of coordinating L19 Messy Church I have 
never been on the Messy cooks’ team. As we have invited our Messy 
congregation into the church space for each celebration time, I have 
marvelled at the way the ‘fairies’ have transformed the Messy activities 
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church hall into a welcoming dining room for us to return to. More 
often than not those ‘fairies’ don't get to worship with us, but instead 
go into extra hospitality mode and prepare our third space of Messy 
Church at each session.148

Such praise of magically invisible labour demonstrates the apparently unresolvable 

spatial and temporal conflict between worship (celebration) and catering (hospitality) 

which exists in Messy Church, particularly as Moore foresees an eventual need to 

relinquish Sunday church and commit to Messy Church.149 The faux-naïf reference to 

the cooks as ‘fairies’ serves both to minimise the work involved, and depersonalise 

the culinary and organisational gifts of these paragons confined to the kitchen. 

Leadbetter’s foregoing account of having to step into the breach when the usual 

helpers are unavailable, is echoed in another post by Moore, who uses her own 

professed incompetence to comic effect.150 And yet, however unintentionally, such 

posts by designated leaders position the ability to mass-cater as an innate 

characteristic incompatible with ‘leadership’. Tuohy’s solution to this dichotomy was 

encountered in Chapter 4, but does not of itself challenge the preferential privileging 

of the role of ordained leadership.151 After conceding that ‘a cup of tea and a biscuit’ 

may be all that some people feel able to provide, Moore concludes thus: ‘Perhaps 

what the mission-shaped church needs is more paid caterers rather than youth 

workers!’152 As a recognition of the limits of reliance on volunteers, this has a slightly 

different inflection to Tuohy’s call for ordained cooks, and appears to focus on the 

task rather than the ministry. And so, from a challenge to the priorities of the Church 

of England, I turn to the demands made on Messy Church as a Fresh Expression.
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7. Mature disciples?

As Barnett explores in her essay, the demand for maturity from Fresh 

Expressions by those who are structurally-centred, and hence deem themselves 

mature, does not accord with the provisional assemblies to which Paul wrote, who 

were living in the expectation of Jesus’ return.153 Survey-respondents interviewed by 

the Church Army Research Unit for the report Managing the Mess (part of a 2019 

portfolio of reports on Messy Church entitled Playfully Serious), justifiably asked 

whether the same questions about viability, or discipleship, or making financial 

contributions were asked of congregations in traditional churches.154 (As Ireland and 

Booker observe pertinently, criticism on the grounds of monthly-meeting is not 

sustainable when monthly attendance at what they term ‘standard’ church is ‘an 

increasing reality’.)155 Similar juxtaposition causes Aspland to discern a divergence 

between Moore’s would-be playful approach, and the conventionally expressed views 

on discipleship of her husband, the vicar of an evangelical parish.156 However, in 

Messy Church 2, Moore appears to resile from overmuch novelty, which as Aspland 

astutely surmises, may reflect the political wrangling around the validity of Fresh 

Expressions which was prevalent at the time of her second book.157 Referencing Acts 

17:23,158 Watkins and Shepherd observe that for some members, Messy Church 

‘operates as a “Church of the Unknown God”, or an ‘(as yet) unknown God’, 

concluding that this description may be a ‘helpful self-understanding’ for 
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practitioners.159 Being ‘Christ-centred’ is fundamental to Moore’s vision, so that 

degree of incomprehension, even initially, might seem at odds with the effort that goes 

into Messy Church. Furthermore, it is significant that Drane can write an entire 

chapter on messy disciples in Messy Church Theology without mentioning 

hospitality,160 which suggests a lack of clarity about Moore’s linkage of the welcome 

and the meal to evangelism and faith-formation.

It is a matter of coincidence that Moore references the chapter cited earlier, 

written by Lindsay Urwin, critic of Alpha’s neglect of progression to the Eucharist, as 

indicative of the latitude allowed to her for experimentation with occasional suitably 

modified celebrations of Holy Communion for Messy Church.161 Hospitality is 

certainly central to external recognition of Messy Church, but again it is unclear how 

constitutive it is of the identity either of those who come regularly, or those who 

periodically partake of Communion, despite Moore’s rejection of exclusive access 

restricted to the believer.162 Having touched upon the discernment of corporate 

identity, and evolving personal faith-identity, I will conclude with ecclesial 

differentiation, and Moore’s soliciting of discernment during the pandemic, as she 

entertains the expiration of Messy Church as one possibility.

7.1. Abraham redux: The future of Messy Church?

Moore uses the story of the hospitality of Abraham and Sarah as a justification 

for the Messy Church meal, and derives four tangential themes, of which I cite two: 

the first being ‘oasis’, and the second, ‘siesta’;163 so her categorisation could be seen 

as simplistic Orientalism. She predictably links the former with welcome of guests, 
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but turns the latter onto the institutional Church, which like Abraham and Sarah is still 

waiting, after trying to make God’s promises happen, thus positioning Messy Church 

as the unexpected stranger bearing promise of legacy and fruitfulness. In her scenario 

of siesta, Moore sees Messy Church as a prophetic, even a provocative sign, and her 

narrative implies that the traditional Church is lacking vitality as members have grown 

weary, and have either resigned from continual serving, or do not possess the stamina 

to persist in waiting for prayer to be answered (unlike the example she gives of the 

church for whom Messy Church was that answer).164 In Messy Hospitality, she cites 

Ezra reading the re-discovered law to the Israelites, and David’s honouring of 

Mephibosheth to present the meal table as a place of sacrificial holiness, abundant 

provision, and healing to restore ‘broken’ people,165 in a manner reminiscent of the 

optimism of Browning Helsel’s account of the reinstatement of festive observance 

after a cessation.166

Such a comparison is obviously pertinent to post-lockdown resumption, 

following the ingenious resort to deliveries of ‘Messy Church in a bag’, and sessions 

on Zoom and Facebook when gatherings were prohibited.167 Writing during the 

pandemic, Moore reflects: ‘Also, if you take away the physical reaching out, the 

physical touching and activity, Messy Church loses a lot of its raison d’être. It’s very 

hard to do all these things virtually, to have those powerful relationships virtually’.168 

Furthermore, she claims in a somewhat dismissive manner elsewhere, that the 

‘specialness’ of Messy Church is demonstrated in the difficulty of reconvening in 

comparison to its ‘traditional counterparts’: ‘Starting Messy Church again isn’t as 

simple as putting on a service with people sat at a distance in masks’.169 This 

exceptionalism comes at a price, and Booker and Ireland have previously pointed to 
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the danger of routinisation and loss of spontaneity, versus the commitment required to 

innovate.170 Indeed, given the enforced hiatus, Moore herself does now question the 

future oversight, and the future form of Messy Church, and whether the present 

resource-intensive model has run its course.171

8. Conclusion

It is notable that in looking to their origins, both Alpha and Messy Church 

claim their distinctive hospitality as accidental, although to differing extents. This 

indirectly supports not only Pohl’s contention of the loss of hospitality as a spiritual 

discipline over the centuries, and her calling Christians to account in consequence, but 

also the necessity for this thesis to address the relegation of Christian hospitality. 

Indeed, the question remains, whether commensality has become decoupled from a 

wider ethic of Christian hospitality. Because coming together to eat is so unusual, 

implication with class is more evident, which contributes to Hunt, in particular, giving 

unwarranted credence to the claim of the co-option of hospitality in proselytisation. 

Consequently, if Brookes, and the thrust of Ward’s argument in relation to Alpha are 

followed, hospitality should be part of the external outreach and internal identity of 

any church, rather than Alpha being a stand-alone expression of a hospitality which is 

not integrated into the life of the church, should Alpha-enquirers seek affiliation. If the 

Alpha meal is the only experience of eating together offered by a local church, then it 

truly could be seen as being in some measure as manipulative as it is alleged to be by 

sceptical critics. It might be possible to conclude that antipathy towards Alpha (or 

HTB) leads to all Christian eating together being treated with suspicion, except that 

hospitality is the common presentational link between Alpha and Messy Church. And 

yet, because the primary differentiation is by age, the allegation by detractors of the 

former that adults are susceptible to being seduced by hospitality, is curiously not 

forthcoming for the latter; the two experiences of corporate eating are not held to be 
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comparable. However, the irreconcilable tension between welcome, and hospitality 

that values the autonomous enquirer but also creates an opening for the gospel, versus 

the fostering of individual commitment, and nurturing faith-development in the longer 

term, lies behind many of the critiques of both formats.

In this chapter, I evaluated the hospitality evidenced in the corpus of writings 

about Alpha against the attributes I proposed in earlier chapters, and examined the 

theory and practice of ‘messy’ hospitality, and brought both brief surveys up-to-date 

with the shift to online delivery in 2020. I have primarily engaged with Gumbel and 

Moore, as figureheads for these two movements, but none of the foregoing is intended 

to traduce their vision or energy, or the hard work and enthusiasm of all those 

volunteers who faithfully seek to share the gospel using these tried and trusted means. 

I may be accused of an idealised and simplistic account of hospitality in this thesis, 

which discounts the logistics of catering for large gatherings, although I have 

expressed my own preference for the ‘bring and share’. However, a discrepancy 

between status and importance is evident in documented attitudes towards those doing 

the cooking in Messy Church (an apparently gendered construction celebrates not 

heroic cooks, but mythic creatures who conjure food and order). In addition, I may 

seem to have spent an inordinate amount of time critiquing language and attitudes in 

the case of Alpha, or manners and menus in the case of Messy Church, but it is such 

detailed analysis which exposes how hospitality is not neutral, may not be free of 

judgement, and can carry the risk of colonial imposition of middle-class norms, 

without due self-awareness. A charitable construal of Moore’s philosophy suggests 

that she is aiming for inclusiveness, and the table-manners of the kingdom, and has to 

strike a balance between worldly notions of precedence and awareness of scarcity on 

the part of some participants, and her own eschatological awareness of ultimate 

abundance. Despite the differing inflection of hospitality in Alpha and Messy Church, 

I argue that hospitality, however the welcome is staged and catered, is definitive of 

both, and contributes significantly to their appeal and popularity, providing the 

formats are sufficiently contextualised, and not treated as fail-safe formulæ. I debated 

 288 

  



the ‘Anglicanness’ of discipleship in Chapter 5, and in this chapter I have considered 

the implications of allying food to Christian formation. I have dissected the 

characteristic hospitality of the two most public manifestations of evangelistic 

hospitality which have arisen within the Church of England in recent times, and by 

contrast, in the final chapter I will ask whether underdetermined hospitality goes 

largely unrecognised and uncelebrated.
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Chapter 7

Life, death, and dying

The future of the Church of England

1. Introduction

In this final chapter, I identify hospitality in various guises and at differing 

scales by considering institutional policy, and contexts for ministry; responses to 

death and dying in time of tragedy; and disestablishment as a means to continuing 

ecclesial life. I will look at insufficiently articulated hospitality, questionable 

hospitality, and how the pandemic has made online accessibility unignorable as an 

element of inclusive hospitality. In Chapter 2, I gave attention to the banquet of the 

peoples and the menu, and so this chapter starts with contemporary eating and a 

theology of food, before moving on to consider over-consumption, poverty, and 

ecology. Thus, I extend my argument from God as table-host and Creator in earlier 

chapters to consider hungry humanity (in an inclusive adaptation of Schmemann, and 

recalling Sawicki), and creatureliness more generally.1 After a brief survey of actual 

and proposed responses to the issues of hunger and homelessness, including 

disestablishment of the Church of England, I will consider further those who question 

the very existence of the Church in its present form, including Martyn Percy and Jarel 

Robinson-Brown, in a development of discussion initiated in Chapter 5. I will also 

contrast the construction of hospitality in pioneering mission and parochial ministry, 

and the effects on clergy of institutional demands and re-organisations. In particular, I 

will look at the preventable tragedy of Grenfell Tower and the experience of a local 

parish priest. By this, I do not intend to appropriate the grief and trauma of those 

bereaved in the disaster, or the hapless onlookers to the unfolding tragedy, to my own 
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purposes; my discussion is necessarily theoretical, but it is not intended as an 

exploitative intellectual exercise. Instead, I am seeking to show the applicability of a 

more generous definition of hospitality, and demonstrate the coherence of my 

argument by highlighting the recurrence of themes outlined in earlier chapters. At this 

point, it must also be emphasised that I am not using hospitality as a diagnostic to 

shame or berate churches, nor advocating a separatist policy of introverted 

commensality.

Having initially considered food in excess, and the convicting power of the 

Eucharist with regard to disordered eating, I will investigate the place of Holy 

Communion in recovery from trauma. Following this, I will look at pandemic 

deprivation of Holy Communion, alongside online church as a means of spiritual 

sustenance in order to expand upon the discussion of virtuality in Chapter 4. The shift 

to online services necessitated by the pandemic can be seen as evidence of 

adaptability, but hospitality may be less in evidence as I shall show, although I will 

propose ways to evaluate technology, cyber-sociality, and liturgy. I will use Zoom for 

my examples, as the most ubiquitous video-conferencing software (although my 

conclusions can be modified for other online interactions). Having examined how 

discrimination shown towards people with disabilities negates their online presence 

and experience, I will conclude with an overview of how the misrepresentation and 

under-valuing of ageing members of congregations, in policy, and practice, is tied into 

any post-pandemic future Church.

2. Common meals and global commons

Loades writes: ‘The phrase “koinonia hagion”, commonly translated as “Holy 

Communion”, in its broadest sense has to do with making the common holy and the 

holy common’.2 She goes on to say ‘divine presence will be mediated to us through 

ordinary persons and ordinary things and activities, in which hospitality has a very 
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special place’,3 and it is that ordinary hospitality that I am considering here. Percy also 

specifically addresses commonality: ‘The banquet of the Kingdom of God is a mutual 

affair with common fare. The equality and capacious, gracious inclusion it models is 

the only template the church has’.4 Despite intervening decades, he recollects the 

‘common meals’ of two churches he and his wife have ministered in over the years: 

they reminisce about the corned-beef pie of one parish, and the meat and potato pie 

and ‘minted mushy peas’ served by the other.5 In more culinary circles these would be 

‘signature dishes’, but here they serve to ramify rooted identity, indeed Percy states: 

‘the common, repeated menu has a quasi-Eucharistic function’.6 This is the survival of 

the recipe as a token of proud cultural identity, when the crafts and industries which 

once differentiated cities and regions have vanished. Thus, the celebratory meal can 

be stolidly down-to-earth, although cultural homogeneity and easy recourse to a 

suitably representative dish should not be assumed.7
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Remaining on the subject of indigenous cuisine, but changing continents, 

Méndez-Montoya, a Dominican friar and Californian-born Mexican, elaborates 

connections between food and theology through the history of mole poblano, a 

traditional Mexican dish. Méndez-Montoya recalls sharing a lovingly prepared molli 

with his friends and the ‘communal sense of ecstasy’.8 He describes ‘a “kenotic 

delight,” a non-possessive rejoicing in the feeding of the concrete – not abstract – 

Other’.9 And he suggests that theologians offer their own situatedness: ‘so alimentary 

theology invites us to bring our own selves into it, to add our own “spices”, and so 

make it more spicy’.10 This self-investment brings to mind Weil from Chapter 4,11 and 

he further suggests that this implies ‘the acquisition of a piquant, or prophetic 

voice’.12 Although I hope that my writing has its own particularity, it is necessary to 

point out that his analogy depends on the history and complexity of the dish, and the 

laborious preparation, so I have to ask whether the commonplace cookery the Percys 

remember with affection focuses more attention on the enduring nature of the 

relationships, precisely because of the ordinariness of the food. Nevertheless, both 

conditions are graced gatherings, distinguished from the quotidian, and cemented by 

conviviality. These meals rooted in locality and tradition can be compared with the 

deracinated catering of Alpha, and the explanatory acrostic where the ‘p’ came to 
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stand for pasta.13 Curiously, this has been unnecessarily expanded more recently to 

include ‘potatoes or paella or pizza’: the jacket potato is a staple of mass-catering, 

pizza less so, but the inclusion of paella is not only hopelessly pretentious, but also 

exhibits an inauthentic striving for effect in a supposedly light-hearted retroactive 

acronym.14 However, to highlight this contrast is not to diminish the perception of 

care which comes from being cooked-for, as illustrated by Lucy Moore’s story of the 

disconsolate toddler deprived of the expected and anticipated ritual of his weekly 

flapjack at Messy Church.15 In addition, Méndez-Montoya writes lyrically and 

holistically about food and theology more globally:

Creation is a cosmic banquet and interdependent network of edible 
signs that participates in God’s nurturing sharing. The Incarnation is a 
continuation of God’s kenotic sharing, that, at the eucharistic banquet, 
performs a more radical form of self-giving by becoming food itself 
with the purpose of incorporating humanity into Christ’s body, which 
already participates in the life of the cosmos and of the Trinitarian 
community. Because food matters, theology’s vocation is thus to 
become ‘alimentary,’ reorienting the interdependency between human 
communities, humanity with the ecology, and all creation with God.16

Obviously, I need to note that Méndez-Montoya is a Catholic, but without rehearsing 

the Reformation and the semiotics of the Eucharist, I note merely that food is the main 

crux of Méndez-Montoya’s ontological argument. Belief in the doctrine of 

transubstantiation is not necessary to this particular summation of Eucharist, and 

Méndez-Montoya’s hermeneutic of food-provision and care reiterates the hospitality I 

have outlined in previous chapters. Méndez-Montoya’s conjunction of the Trinity, the 

incarnation, and the created order accords with the hospitality I am suggesting, which 
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acknowledges the illimitability of God, and the consequences of human sinfulness for 

society, politics, the environment, and awareness of the spiritual, but his doctrinal 

stance on the Eucharist does not foreclose my usage. Indeed, he subsequently uses 

Dennis E. Smith to argue for the hybridity of the Eucharist from early times,17 so it 

would be invidious of me to focus on divergent sacramental understandings, rather 

than the apprehensible scope of graced eating.

Furthermore, Méndez-Montoya sees the divine abundance of the Eucharist as 

exposing the ‘broken realities’ of our eating practices,18 which were alluded to in 

Chapter 4,19 but are similarly dissected by Grumett, Bretherton, and Holmes, in their 

analysis of fast food as a perversion of God’s provision.20 Correspondingly, Méndez-

Montoya also fulminates against malnutrition, and the manipulation of desire by 

manufacturers which results in obesity.21 It is perhaps indicative of the aridity of much 

theological and philosophical speculation, that novels provide the point of departure 

for his sensual excursus on the theology of food. Nevertheless, I argue that his 

employment of the delectable flights of fancy contained in Like Water for 

Chocolate,22 and to a lesser degree, Babette’s Feast,23 is susceptible to critique on a 

human level as a titillatory diversion from the realities of encoded racism or poverty, 

despite his sacramental solution of the Eucharist as ‘sacrum convivium: God offering 

hospitality by becoming food and co-abiding with the other’.24 For example, 

Robinson-Brown makes baked-in racism and liturgical violence explicit through his 
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discussion of the whiteness of Communion wafers and Eucharistic bread.25 However, 

I now need to problematise any focus on food and eating divorced from food-

production, and I will do so in the next section on environmental peril.

2.1. Thoughtless eating and ‘ensoiled’ thinking

In her book Scripture, Culture and Agriculture, Davis draws inspiration from 

farmer-poet Wendell Berry, and asserts arrestingly:

Possibly the most important and dangerous thing about our own 
historical moment is that now for the first time a great social swath 
across the globe – the society created and sustained by the industrial 
economy – is eating sacrilegiously . . . we are ‘drawing our lives out of 
our land’ without thought of return. If we continue to do so, we will 
perish from our heedlessness, a possibility that the Leviticus tradition 
faces squarely.26

Thus, Davis judges that ‘from a biblical perspective, the sustained fertility and 

habitability of the earth, or more particularly of the land of Israel is the best index of 

the health of the covenant relationship’.27 Elsewhere she positions the land as a ‘semi-

autonomous moral agent’.28 Receipt of God’s hospitality therefore, signals not human 

exceptionalism, but creaturely dependence, and biospheric interdependence, requiring 

holy obedience. For all the human corruption within the Nine O’Clock Service,29 the 

president’s crossing himself with soil was a potent image of the redemption of dust, 

and dependence on the earth, through an apparent marring of the purity of white 

vestments with what would otherwise be deemed ‘dirt’,30 although Rogerson 
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attributes the purpose as being ‘to emphasize the humanity and mortality of the 

celebrant’.31 Monbiot chillingly describes our hubristic arrogance: ‘We are treating 

soil like dirt. It’s a fatal mistake, as our lives depend on it’.32

Of course, as Wirzba, DeWitt, and many others observe, in Genesis ‘the first 

human is an earthling, adam from adamah (the Hebrew for soil)’, or alternatively, 

‘human of the humus’.33 Thus, Bretherton and Juskus poetically remind us: ‘As Spirit-

breathed soil, humans are created out of the same ground shared by all beings, 

animate and inanimate’.34 In an exposition of ‘ensoiled’ thinking, Biddington 

instances the ‘culture of radical hospitality in the soil’, and draws on Kumar’s ‘new 

trinity for our time’ of soil, soul and society,35 which offers a ‘dynamic and evolving 

perichoretic relationship of kinship, respect and mutual nurture’, to propose an 

‘edapho-theology’.36 Citing Keller, on tehom and grounding metaphors,37 he invokes 

‘the mystery of the G–d who was ensoiled before ever being enfleshed’.38 In many 

widely available translations of Genesis 2:7 (for example, NRSV or the New 

International Version), the Lord God forms man from the ‘dust of the ground’, and I 

wonder whether dust’s connotations of desiccation and lifelessness have 
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unconsciously contributed to the attitude Monbiot identifies.39 By way of redress, 

Middleton, in a conference paper, offers a promising line of synthesis between 

ecotheology and trauma: by building on the work of Serene Jones, Shelly Rambo, and 

Elizabeth A. Johnson, he inhabits the planetary emergency, to suggest the validity of 

the category of ecological trauma, and our place in witnessing it, in imitation of 

Christ.40 Conversely, Tidball identifies what he terms ‘urgent biophilia’ as a response 

to trauma, and Helphand describes the ‘defiant gardens’ of soldiers in the trenches and 

displaced refugees, amongst others.41 It is not a surprise therefore, that members of the 

community of North Kensington turned to gardening after the Grenfell fire as ‘a 

means of therapy’, or that relatives of victims have proposed turning the shell of the 

tower into a ‘vertical forest’.42
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Whatever the circumstances, such human horticulture has divine precedent, as 

Feeley-Harnik outlines of Creation and Genesis: ‘God, as the preeminent gardener, 

works to produce vital, edible wisdom-food, engendering and sustaining humans who 

should respond to God and each other in kind’.43 Moreover, Méndez-Montoya 

contrasts the differences between the banquets of Wisdom and Folly to develop the 

culinary aspect of this provision: ‘Sophia is the cook, she prepares the food, and her 

food brings about life, creates community and provides correct perception’.44 This 

reading of Proverbs is significant in the light of my earlier discussion of the demotion 

of cooks in the ministerial hierarchy, and could usefully supplement readings which 

look solely to the church in the book of Acts for legitimation. An intriguing 

complementary view is offered by Grumett, Bretherton, and Holmes:

to eat together is to enjoy communion through food, which fulfils the 
purpose of the items given by God for food. This brings us to food 
preparation and cooking. These are acts of “priesting” creation: 
properly human activities in which God’s good gifts are taken and in 
which they realise their God-given end.45

In developing this same theme of purposive eating, Feeley-Harnik is in accord with 

Pattison, when she writes: ‘Biblical meals express bodily processes of understanding 

and communicating that accompany and may even transcend words in the fullest 

“face-to-face” encounters (Deut. 34.10; 1 Cor. 13.12)’. 46 Furthermore, she uses 

Peter’s vision of the sheet filled with clean and unclean animals (Acts 10:9-11:18), 

which I discussed in Chapter 1, to quirkily expand upon this faciality as ‘one striking 

example of how early Jewish-Christians used biblical meals to communicate their 

“face-to-face” understanding of the Law across the babel of tongues and stomachs that 

characterize humankind’.47
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2.2. Cultivating hunger

Having considered the interrelation of biology, ecology, and covenant, I am 

now going to look specifically at ethical responses to hunger and homelessness. 

Kreider, for example, identifies the necessity for cultural critique as part of catechesis, 

and uses food in an open-ended example.48 In one sense, environmental degradation, 

factory-farming, and industrialised food-production are beyond the limits of this 

research, but more immediately they are implicated in food poverty and precarity, as 

Pemberton argues convincingly in his 2020 book Broken Britain: Food Banks, Faith 

and Neoliberalism.49 Furthermore, Pemberton asserts that neoliberalism uses hunger 

as a ‘disciplinary tool (denying the poor the peace of being one with, or participating 

in their own body)’.50 In my view, the visibility of societal hunger should be 

considered analogous to the apostle Paul’s concerns about unequal eating in 1 

Corinthians 11, but with contemporary application which should extend beyond 

matters of internal ecclesial decorum, and participation in the Eucharist, to the dignity 

of local communities, and the formulation of national food policies. Indeed, in 

contrasting the immediate hospitality of the Hebrew scriptures with how poverty and 

hunger is obscured by the governmental safety-net as final resort, Jung observes: 

‘Hospitality may still be a matter of life and death’,51 which hearkens back to 

discussion of the stranger and extremity in Chapter 1, and brings this thesis full circle. 

In addition, Shildrick and MacDonald show how narratives of the undeserving poor 

are internalised, as people in relative poverty disidentify themselves from ‘Others’, 

and engage in a politics of respectability.52 Part of the reason can be found in 

Pemberton’s assertion: ‘Shame is another means by which the poor live vicariously at 
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the periphery of the existence of the rich’.53 My contention therefore, however 

simplistic on the one hand, and difficult to execute on the other, is that reciprocal 

hospitality and communal cookery, whether through church meals, neighbourly 

gatherings, collective jam-making or cookery lessons which celebrate fresh 

ingredients and diverse flavours, serve to elevate eating, and remove it from 

stigmatising practices of food-distribution. This is not to imply incompetence, or 

financial ineptitude, but an expansion of culinary repertoire and wise use of resources. 

The matter of time available for such activities cannot be discounted, and transport 

and childcare may need to be taken in to consideration, but it may be that there is an 

opportunity for service for those who have time on their hands, whether through 

choice or circumstance. In addition, new initiatives are arising, as in some 

neighbourhoods food pantries provide an adjunct to food banks. The model was 

developed in Stockport in 2013, but the geographical range is currently limited.54 

Each pantry operates as a membership food shop, and neighbourhood hub, and is run 

cooperatively as a social franchise.55 The pantries are open to all, so referrals are not 

required: the model confers dignity because they allow choice, and the nominal 

weekly membership fee permits saving for otherwise unaffordable items.56

Pemberton (like Robinson-Brown)57 claims a rationale for disestablishment, 

however, this thesis is written on the pessimistic assumption of the continuance of the 

present polity, although that is not to deny the validity of these arguments. After 

calling for the decoupling of church and state, Pemberton turns the kenosis 

recommended by Percy onto the nation: ‘The Christian question to society and 

government is: how will it substantiate life lived for the other, loving kenotically?’58 
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For government, he suggests a universal basic income, for the Church, an 

interrogation of its status, and a turning over of Church land for food, alongside 

individual Christians considering their diet.59 In 2021, the Church of England 

announced the intention to release church-held land for social housing;60 there is an 

opportunity for this initiative to couple nicely with Pemberton’s call for the cultivation 

of land. The example of the Incredible Edible Network, which promotes the use of 

overlooked urban spaces for edible planting, and grew from a voluntary initiative in 

West Yorkshire called Edible Todmorden,61 suggests an opportunity for ‘Edible 

Church’ (Credible Edible?), although it might be perceived as a step too far to suggest 

the turning-over of graveyards to food-production as the logical outcome of his 

suggestion.62 However, some churches and cathedrals use church roofs to keep bees, 

in an adapted retrieval of monastic practice, and Manchester Cathedral provides 

training in apiarism to enhance employability.63 Such initiatives are consistent with 

justice for the poor, and preserving the fertility of the land, in line with Davis’ 

exposition of covenantal relationship.64 Another related avenue is suggested by 

HeartEdge, which seeks to transform church and society through ‘commerce, culture, 

compassion and congregrational life’ with church becoming a ‘model of what 

renewed society might look like’.65 One of their suggestions is that churches start 

food-based social enterprises that make jam, chutney and pickles from local home-

grown produce, or even brew beer or the organic liquid fertiliser and soil-improving 
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insect repellent known as ‘worm tea’.66 But as well as institutional and local 

responses, it is also important to consider planetary health.

For Brian McLaren, the climate crisis, and religious and racial intolerance are 

inevitable outcomes of the current economic system, justified by an historic distortion 

of the Great Commission by Pope Nicholas V five hundred years ago, which licensed 

White supremacy.67 Speaking in 2019, in a talk entitled ‘Worship that destroys (and 

saves) the world’,68 with eerie prescience he entreated his listeners thus: ‘In light of 

our current global emergency, we hereby call on the Christians of the world to refuse 

to conduct worship as usual, and instead, we call for a time of creative disruption and 

liturgical and missional innovation’.69 He called on his audience of preachers to refuse 

‘chaplaincy to an extractive and exploitive economy’ that will bring about the end of 

the world that we inhabit,70 although his implicit equation of consumerist personal 

salvation with a rapture mentality,71 speaks more to American irresponsibility, and is 

an unlikely doctrine for an Anglican audience at an event sponsored by the Church 

Times, however culpable they may be of supporting the status quo. Nevertheless, his 

polemic exposes generational sin, and the implication of racial justice and climate 

justice72 shows the inseparability of conquest, enslavement, and despoilation, on the 

one hand, and the absolute moral imperative of looking beyond the parochial, on the 

other. I will tackle the topic of church and impact of COVID-19 subsequently,73 but 
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whatever the original vector or possible reservoirs for SARS-CoV-2, consumers in the 

global North contribute to the emergence of zoonotic diseases as profit drives unequal 

distribution of externalities, and concomitant increased biosurveillance also unfairly 

impacts indigenous peoples and vulnerable communities.74 The inescapable effects of 

climate change render futile the reductive hospitality of improved interpersonal skills 

seen in From Stranger to Friend. As I demonstrate in this thesis, welcome extends 

beyond the church door: exclusionary meeting and eating, and heedless consumption 

cannot be on the menu for Christians, never mind Anglicans. For now, I resort to emic 

evaluations of the Christ-likeness of the Church of England.

3. The Humble Church?

In his 2021 book Humble Church: Renewing the Body of Christ, Percy duly 

notes a resurgence of interest in kenotic ecclesiology, but he cannot resist outlining 

two opposing alternative ‘self-emptying’ futures for the Church of England: first, to 

be a serving church which does not cling to status, and secondly, in the inevitable pun, 

to be ‘the self-emptying church’ unattractively obsessing about growth and 

recruitment, and driving away members.75 Interestingly, in the light of Percy’s stance, 

Riem, in his critique of Mission-Shaped Church points out that ‘Dying to Live’ nearly 

became its title.76 Despite Percy’s evident frustration as an insider, the implication of 
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his claim that top-down strategies accelerate decline is reminiscent of Morisy’s tacit 

approach to mission and social action, and is not incompatible with Rich’s anecdotal 

observations that growth comes from focusing on service, as discussed in Chapter 5. 

Morisy, in a review, sees the book as a flawed rehashing of many of Percy’s favoured 

themes, principally his disdain for Mission-Shaped Church and Fresh Expressions, 

and which therefore lacks a defined audience and a clear message (and I agree with 

her, although there is sufficient new material for my purposes in this chapter).77 

Indeed, the rambling structure of the book makes this reworking only too evident. 

After a section headed ‘Endings’, there is a ‘Coda’ which ends thus: ‘Our call now is 

to See, Judge, Act, Do’;78 a Study Guide intervenes, before an Epilogue explicates the 

first three imperatives as the motto of the Catholic Jocists who sought solidarity with 

the workers in the early twentieth-century, and the tetrad is then repeated in the 

ultimate paragraph.79 This intermedial and terminal apostrophe is obviously fervent, 

and never one to stint on a good metaphor, he earlier talks of ‘ecclesial narcolepsy’ 

with regard to classism, on the back of recalling hearing John Wimber’s exasperated 

prophetic word to the [presumably British] church to ‘ “Wake Up!” ’80 Percy solicits 

agreement with his own partisan view of ‘signs and wonders’, but he commends 

Wimber’s emphasis on action and ‘ “doin’ the stuff” ’, and thereby implicitly rejects 

institutional formulations of ‘discipleship’.81 So, charismatic activism at one end of 

the spectrum, and social justice at the other, underlie his ultimate call for vision, 

discernment, and action, whatever his personal predilections. Although the two are 

not incompatible, as I have sought to demonstrate throughout this thesis: seeing in the 
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natural and the spiritual, and responding, are both integral to a practical and prophetic 

hospitality.

Percy adopts now all-too-familiar public-health parlance to state that in Christ 

there is no longer ‘social distance’ between us and God because of Christ’s kenosis, 

and he writes: ‘I hope and pray for a new kind of humble, listening church to emerge 

from our post-pandemic world. One that is openly grounded, unambiguously loving, 

and attentive to all’.82 There are possible existing grounds for this hope, as Holtam 

showed with regard to same-sex relationships, when he wrote in 2018 that a 

consensus has ‘begun to emerge about the gospel of Jesus Christ being good news for 

all’, ‘ “all of us, without exception, without exclusion” ’, in words he quotes from the 

Archbishops’ 2017 letter to Synod.83 Nevertheless, Percy advocates deconstruction, 

and proceeds to cite Vanstone on the need for generative ‘divestment’, so that the 

Spirit can brood over the void, and God can find us in the wilderness.84 Evidently, 

Robinson-Brown is unpersuaded by the warm words of the Archbishops, and does not 

entertain hopes of post-coronial rapprochement, so even this degree of disruption is 

insufficient for him in his vehement call for ‘de(con)struction’, abolition and 

disestablishment in his 2021 book Black, Gay, Christian, Queer: The Church of 

England and the Famine of Grace: ‘When I say that the Church must be abolished, I 

mean the total and complete dismantling of the White Christian project . . . which is 

found worshipping faithfully, a heap of ashes at the altar of Empire’.85 Elizabeth 

Henry, who resigned her post as National Advisor for the Committee for Minority 

Ethnic Anglican Concerns (CMEAC) after seven years because of inaction, likewise 

condemns the Church as ‘not fit for purpose’.86 In Chapter 5, I quoted Wells on the 
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broken rebuilding the Church, but these perspectives point to a fundamentally 

‘broken’ Church. Perhaps a more humble alternative to performative contrition, or the 

trainable welcome advocated in From Stranger to Friend, would be to examine the 

sense of social and spatial comfort felt by hosting congregations, and to expose 

welcomers to heterotopic spaces to disturb their complacency. Indeed, in a seminar on 

the future of the Church after Brexit and post-pandemic, host Sam Wells voiced his 

perception of the physical church building as a ‘transitional object’.87 Paradoxically, it 

may be that the Church of England’s policy to permit churches which are unable to 

sustain regular worship to become Festival Churches, open for ‘Festivals of the 

Church and for Rites of Passage’, and significant days such Remembrance Sunday or 

‘Mothers’ Day [sic]’,88 but also able to host Beer Festivals and community events, 

disrupts that power dynamic, demonstrates greater hospitality, and allows locals to 

feel an increased sense of connection, albeit at the expense of liturgical rhythms.89 

This situation capitalises on the same social capital of generational goodwill, and 

parochial perseverance, which Everett draws upon in more tragic circumstances, as he 

ministers in the shadow of Grenfell Tower.90 Having considered renunciation and 

redundancy, I will transition from emptying to nothingness in the following section.
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3.1. Cross-shaped Church

In his Foreword to Out of Nothing: A Cross-shaped Approach to Fresh 

Expressions, Moynagh sees Dunlop as inviting us to see ‘fresh expressions of church’ 

as ‘opportunities for the church to respond to shadows of nothingness in the world 

around’.91 Therefore, Moynagh asks, in an all too relevant question in the era of 

COVID-19: ‘What might it mean for a new Christian community to arise in response 

to nothingness?’92 Moynagh answers his own question thus: ‘Nothingness is 

countered with gifts’,93 but the previous paragraphs remind us forcefully that the 

disregarded gifts of minoritised people invalidate the institutional Church. Dunlop 

himself rightly argues using John 15:5, that apart from Christ we can do nothing, but 

the immediate transition he makes from ‘abiding’, to concluding that ‘the key 

question to ask when thinking about the evaluation or fruitfulness of a new ecclesial 

community, is: “Are people being atoned?” ’, does not follow logically, because it 

requires a change of stance from ontological dependence to epistemic judgement.94 

Nevertheless, he claims of this enquiry, not only that it enables the Church to ‘witness 

to and participate in the action of God through Christ’, but also that it allows for 

concomitant growth in ‘self-understanding’.95 Once more, measurement is to the fore, 

and as an evangelical his question could be interpreted as valuing conversion above 

relationship. Olsworth-Peter, the National Adviser for Pioneer Development for the 

Church of England, identifies external demand for results as an institutional mindset 

which places greater demands for speedy results on the ordained incomer, rather than 

the lay resident, despite the latter not needing a period of acclimatisation, so such an 

analysis, although peculiar to Dunlop, is a wholly foreseeable consequence.96
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Moreover, Dunlop states as a complicating factor, that trust-building can be a 

prolonged process, because residents in some deprived areas are inured to 

‘government initiatives that promise much but are then withdrawn a couple of years 

later’.97 Thus, Dunlop needs to justify a protracted and apparently unfruitful listening 

phase because of external milestones,98 whereas the inclusive hospitality I am 

propounding values listening itself as an hospitable act. Admittedly, Dunlop reframes 

the exercise as the sanctification of the local culture through presence,99 but in order 

to justify his ministry he locates nothingness in people,100 which is a problematic 

categorisation of others’ experience, and is in marked contrast to the emptiness of 

incompleteness, which Everett, a fellow priest, considers ‘intrinsic to our nature’.101 

Dunlop’s approach contrasts starkly with Barrett and Harley’s assumption of 

endogenous communal resourcefulness, and the available God who identifies with the 

poor and oppressed, and is found ‘in the gaps, at the boundaries, in the in-between 

places—the interstices of life’ for Carson et al.102 Dunlop’s starting point of nullity 

does allow comparison with Percy’s generalised appeal for a sclerotic Church to 

embrace kenosis, but I am arguing it is a partial and unsatisfactory account. 

A further clue to the reasoning behind Dunlop’s perspective, if one were 

needed, comes later when he talks about how pioneers are judged: he advocates a 

kingdom approach (rather than the extreme of seeing the Church as synonymous with 

the kingdom), so that community activities are valued as ‘kingdom work’, even if they 

do not eventuate in conversions, or attendance at worship.103 Despite his laudable 

desire to emphasise the centrality of Christ, he gives an off-handed dismissal of social 

Trinitarianism: ‘We were doing kingdom work, engaging in mission, and if we had 

wanted to apply the relationships of the Trinity to what we were doing, it would have 
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been possible. However, none of these concepts adequately described what was going 

on’,104 which means that he fails to see the possibilities of hospitality as an over-

arching principle. Therefore, he justifies his own pioneering baldly: ‘Our approach 

sprang out of a desire for mission and community with the key value of hospitality, 

which led us into certain practices’.105 Thus, hospitality is merely a guiding value, 

rather than a scriptural mandate, or a divine quality. Megill-Cobbler argues: ‘At their 

most extreme’, penal substitution theories ‘can threaten to divide the Trinity’,106 so 

Dunlop’s limited view of hospitality may be inevitable, given the prominence of 

atonement in his theology and praxis, although he does reluctantly allow for koinōnia 

in the world outside the Church, as I will discuss in the following section. By contrast, 

Bretherton elaborates the mutual subsistence of communion and mission, despite 

outward variance:

While we enjoy communion with God, we are, at the same time, sent 
to participate in the God’s creative and redemptive mission in creation. 
Gathering, communion and mission are ways of describing our faithful 
response to different moments of a single divine act of election, 
salvation and vocation yet which, on a human scale, can involve very 
different kinds of activities.107

 In a 2006 interview, Rowan Williams reached for what he termed ‘the very old 

fashioned language that Roman Catholics particularly used to use’ to describe the 

church as a ‘supernatural society’, which exists because of the decision of God, and is 

‘an invitation issued to the world from somewhere else’ that is ‘meant to show what 

human relations can be’.108 Within my development of hospitality, the totality of these 

understandings militate against Dunlop, and show how he has confused divine 

origination and human-instantiated beginnings. I shall now turn to other clerics, and 

return to Percy, for their views on humility and community.
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3.2. Kenosis

In God Unknown, fellow pioneer Ian Mobsby writes with sweeping 

generalisation, a tendentious telescoping of history, and a certain presumption:

Kenosis is a concept that provides a deep connection with the wisdom 
of the sixth and seventh centuries, helping us leapfrog the dry 
rationality of the Reformation and engage with the Spirit on a 
transformative experiential level. By pouring out ourselves in the way 
we see modelled in the Trinity, we share in God’s nature and help to 
bring all things back into relationship with God.109

Underlying Percy’s bureaucratised Church, Dunlop’s community-work, and Mobsby’s 

theological anthropology, are particular understandings of discipleship: Percy starts 

from the Son, Dunlop from the cross, and Mobsby from the Spirit, but they all arrive 

at the need for service and action. Everett does not demur from activism, but he 

foregrounds the incarnation, and locates the sympathetic reader in history, to argue for 

human fallibility, the contribution of successive generations, and the Eucharist as a 

token of a glimpsed future union.110 He argues that even Christ ‘could not anticipate 

the outcome of his self-emptying’, and so he rejects a ‘self-centred narrative’.111 Thus, 

he is closer to Percy when he talks of the need, within the Church, to be ‘liberated 

from oppressive models of success, driven by a self-punishing urge to achieve 

unrealistic outcomes’.112 Mobsby, meanwhile, relates kenosis more to perichoretic 

relationality than the incarnation, and so service is less explicit for him than for Percy, 

and his adopted imperatives. For his own part, Dunlop critiques the approach of 

Mobsby and others:

Mission as the outworking of koinonia in this Trinitarian model of 
church could easily be seen as a second thought. At best it can leave 
church with a purely attractional approach to mission, as it is koinonia 
that draws people into God and enables them to participate in him.113

Despite his background in Fresh Expressions, Dunlop’s criticism betrays Christendom 

thinking, as the attractional model is only an issue when it is complacently confined to 
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buildings, or seen as sufficient without explanation, or acts of service. However, his 

main point of disagreement seems to reside in the premature ascription of koinōnia, 

and an absence of intentional evangelistic activity, but he nevertheless concedes that 

although the supporting argument is ‘perhaps a little tenuous, it does leave space for 

the idea that creating community in secular environments could be regarded as 

koinonia’.114 Using a different temporal framing, Everett starts from human frailty to 

look instead to the future universal promise given in 2 Peter 1:4, of becoming 

‘participants in the divine nature (theos koinonoi physeos)’.115 From the perspective of 

a hermeneutic of justice, Green intensifies koinōnia into the solidarity necessary for 

survival, including times of persecution, and critiques ‘fellowship’ as a translation 

which sustains the status quo,116 an assertion which acquires almost unbearable 

weight when applied to tragedy of Grenfell Tower, to which Everett testifies in After 

the Fire.117

Therefore, the biblical basis underlying Everett’s belief, and the instinctive 

truthfulness of Green’s assertion, both support a more inclusive earthly koinōnia than 

that countenanced by Dunlop. Differing doctrinal emphases aside, Dunlop 

subordinates hospitality to evangelism, and so views it as functional, rather than 

formative. It is my contention that recognition of multifaceted hospitality in the forms 

I outlined in Chapters 3 and 4, and give examples of in this chapter, enables koinōnia. 

Indeed, God precedes any of our missional or community-development efforts, as 

France-Williams illustrates so beautifully in his example of the fellowship in a 

barbers’ shop from Chapter 5.118 Nevertheless, as Wakelin states emphatically:

True community is not of our making but of God’s and our response is 
to ask “what is God blessing?” and do it, and not do something that we 
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hope will work and ask God to bless it. Church is not a technique for 
making disciples: it is a reality for disciples to receive.119

For Green, projects and programmes need ongoing prayer, waiting on God, and 

theological reflection in order to become ‘sacramental signs’.120 In this prayerful 

initiation of social action can be seen some elements of the unifying sense of equitable 

hospitality that I am seeking to uncover. In accord with Wakelin, Green rejects the 

self-important intervention which seeks to bring God, rather than recognise his 

existing presence, and subsequently cites Peter’s conversion to the realisation that 

God has preceded him (discussed in Chapter 1).121 He writes polemically:

Those who do this well have realised that a ‘mission-shaped church’ is 
not one that merely experiments with alternative forms of worship and 
aggressive planning, but is a radically changed institution that is 
incarnated with the poor and takes its lead from its embeddedness with 
them.122

Further to that presence and identification, the particular givenness of the Church of 

England is its catholicity and its ubiquity, if sentimental claims mobilised in the cause 

of politics by the like of John Major, as discussed in Chapter 5, and purely aesthetic 

claims for liturgy, or architecture, are set aside. My overall proposal of hospitality 

speaks to this character, just as Percy’s quest for humility speaks to bureaucracy and 

institutional self-regard. I suggest therefore, that in the midst of imperfection, and 

external (and internal) lament in the Church of England, the self-aware hospitality of 

hearing, sharing, and inclusion I have posited is a necessary discipline and vocation. 

Having considered social capital, and the building of incarnational community, I now 

return once more to spiritual capital and place, which I discussed in Chapter 5.

4. Tragedy and the parish

In the Introduction to a book on urban regeneration, Torry discusses the 

building of spiritual capital, and points out that Faith in the City failed to mention the 
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Eucharist, and that there are places in the subsequent Faithful Cities report where 

mention of the Eucharistic nature of the Church’s activity and theology would have 

been productive.123 Torry writes: ‘It is the Church’s faithful action that constitutes its 

spiritual capital and contributes so uniquely to regeneration. This is particularly true of 

the Church gathering for the Eucharist’.124 Rodney Clapp offers another perspective 

on preservation and insularity, and sees humility and vitality being accomplished 

through sacramental conformation: ‘the Eucharist teaches and forms the church to 

sacrifice itself for the sake of the world. And in that sacrifice, of course, to gain its 

own life’,125 which is a sacramental restatement of the humility for which Percy 

argues. In an account of his proximity to the Grenfell Tower fire, parish priest Alan 

Everett describes the warranted trust and credibility given by ‘a building with a 

tradition of service that stretched back 150 years’.126 Hence, the architecturally 

undistinguished parish church can be just as much a marker in the local landscape and 

the psyche of inhabitants as the monumental cathedrals of Chapter 5.127 As a 

consequence of his experience, Everett is compelled to offer a revision to the truism 

of worship as definitive of Anglican theology: ‘It could equally well be said that the 

theology of Anglicanism – at least in the Church of England – can be found in its 

parish system, with its implicit commitment to binding together the wider 

community’.128 He is in agreement with the primordial hospitality I outlined when 

giving background at the outset, and he sees not only the witness of previous 
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generations as a God-given gift, but also views place as reflecting God’s image and 

belonging to God before us.129 

Nevertheless, despite this recognition of endowment, Everett is realistic: ‘In 

run-down urban contexts, a parish may at times feel more like a gift from a 

malevolent enemy than God’,130 and this perception can only be exacerbated by 

political disregard for the lives of the poor.131 Everett describes the ravenous media 

news-cycle, and the inability of survivors to even begin to speak of their ordeal until 

months later, and notes ‘by which time many others had spoken on their behalf’.132 

Therefore, he struggles with the legitimacy of his own advocacy, and the ultimate 

impossibility of ‘finding words for Grenfell’,133 hence his quest for representational 

approximation in face of apophasis prevents any romanticisation of hospitality on my 

part, but does exemplify Quash’s tragic re–presentation and presencing from Chapter 

5. (Many faith groups and organisations responded to the tragedy, but it is the 

Anglicanness of Everett’s sense of continuity and inheritance that I am concerned 

with.)134 The Grenfell fire and the link between poverty and poor housing is analysed 

in the 2021 report Life on the Breadline,135 and the internal consequences of such 

events are dealt with in Tragedy and Congregations,136 but I am writing primarily 
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here about the importance of the church as visible and enduring presence in the 

community.

4.1. Poverty, smallness and trauma

If the preceding two paragraphs are read in conjunction with the institutional 

impetus for viability, and the demand for success outlined in Chapter 4, then it is 

dispiriting to read Everett’s emic evaluation: ‘It is so easy for those ministering in 

disadvantaged areas to internalize the message that they are the ecclesiastical 

equivalent of what some in the media savagely label as “benefit scroungers” ’.137 

Conversely, Green notices ‘a subtle temptation’ to competitive assertion of the 

poverty of their contexts by those who work alongside the poor.138 Bragging about the 

immiseration of others can be an unintended outcome of having to justify claims for 

funding to external bodies, but in my view such willing collusion in the objectification 

of others serves to perpetuate injustice, and aggrandise the metaphoric beast from the 

book of Revelation. In a July 2021 seminar on class and the Church of England, the 

contrast was made between the ubiquitous middle-class assertion of ‘a heart for the 

poor’, and whether it was likely that a working-class leader with ‘a heart for the rich’ 

would ever be sent to an affluent area, as the chair reflected on published comments 

from Lynne Cullens, Chair of the National Estate Churches Network.139

In bearing witness to the resilience of the local community, and with a 

permissible degree of understatement, Everett describes his apologia as ‘a stress-

tested rationale for parish ministry’.140 In the face of exhausting communal grief, he 

writes that ‘above all’ he has seen the value of two things: ‘the sacraments of the 

church, and the compassion of friends and neighbours’.141 Everett’s humble vision of 
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faithfulness is a more diffuse outlining of some of what I am subsuming under the 

aegis of hospitality:

Our acts of compassion may feel insignificant, and we are all too often 
aware that we are not the people we wish to be. But our small offerings 
of love are part of a large movement that we intermittently intuit, as 
over time, in the company of those with whom we live and work, we 
are taken up into the life of God.142

 He draws upon the same Eastern conception of divinisation which underlies the 

writing of Zizioulas, the source for both Ward and Mobsby in their adoption and 

promotion of perichoresis, but he is more circumspect than Mobsby, quoted earlier.143 

The ordinariness, provisionality, and humility of this theotic claim in the wake of 

tragedy is in line with both Percy and Green, and provides a modest counterproposal 

to the presumption criticised by Kilby. Everett’s cogent articulation of his 

churchmanship (an allowable usage in this instance) and his priestly ministry are very 

particular, but even in that extremity, hospitality can be intuited. With an awareness of 

his own insecurity as an ageing insider, in the face of fashions in ministry,144 he 

questions whether parish clergy ‘feel disregarded, as if their ministry is second-

best’.145 Moreover, he reflects on how the day of Pentecost is ‘recruited’ to justify 

sweeping aside ‘old, ineffective ways of doing things’.146 He points out with some 

justification, and the wisdom of painful experience, that this is to disregard the likely 

persistence of after-effects in the disciples who had lived through the preceding 

trauma and turbulent emotions of the first Easter, and so he is unsurprised that is Paul 

who shapes the nascent religion.147 Nevertheless, the simplicity of daily faithfulness 

and neighbourliness forged in the crucible, to which he witnesses, commends itself as 

an unassuming eventual response to life in the receding shadow of pandemic 
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COVID-19 as it mutates into an endemic coronavirus, and provides a compelling 

counter to compulsive centralised strategising and the appeal of the flamboyant 

project.

Indeed, Percy exposes the promotion of Fresh Expressions which constructs 

those involved as ‘risk-takers and edgy’ as being at odds with their failure to confront 

exclusion.148 As a result, he asks why they rarely work with the ‘LGBTQ+ 

constituency’, those with disabilities, or asylum-seekers;149 the invidiousness of being 

singled-out, or perceived as an object of missional interest when there is a history of 

silencing, coercive practice, and abusive discourse, contribute to answering his 

justified, if mischievous question. Issues around vulnerability are highlighted by 

O’Donnell and Cross, who condemn initiatives with an inadequate understanding of 

trauma which view survivors of trauma as opportunities for evangelism.150 Green, and 

O’Donnell and Cross are all unequivocal about objectification, whether it be of those 

living in poverty, or trauma-survivors.151 More generally, while acknowledging that 

some find it re-traumatising, O’Donnell argues that the sequence of welcome, 

confession, retelling, sharing, and sending in the Eucharist assists post-traumatic 

‘re-making’ of ruptured narratives and consciousness, thus enabling reconnection and 

re-engagement.152 Everett concurs, and describes how the first Parish Mass after the 

fire both contained and released emotion, as the ‘structure of the liturgy enabled us to 

feel the chaos of the situation’.153 Following the effective suspension of Communion 

for the laity during the pandemic, as a result of the Church of England’s rejection of 

consecration of the elements at a distance, Brooks, a licensed lay minister (LLM) 

argues that foregone celebrations are irrecoverable, using O’Donnell’s discussion of 
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‘non-identical repetition’ to argue for the recognition of Communions over Zoom, 

because otherwise ‘the body is denied the body’ in a time of need.154 I will now 

discuss the transition to online services during the pandemic, and I start with another 

statement which time has rendered more resonant.

5. Online and offline Church

In his critique of Mission-Shaped Church, Riem argues for distinctiveness and 

evolution in words which coincidentally speak to the renewed appreciation of church 

buildings as a resource brought about by the pandemic:

if the Church wants to offer signs in stone, wood and glass of 
transcendence, draw together past, present and future in one space, and 
draw together people of different networks, while also being hospitable 
to those who do not dwell in a virtual world, then it will continue to 
have need for churches, providing that these buildings can continue to 
be adapted for community use.155

This judgement was vindicated during the pandemic, as research across 

denominations found that non-churchgoers value church buildings as spaces for 

reflection, and resented the government’s closure of churches.156 In addition, a report 

issued by the transdenominational National Churches Trust, punningly titled The 

House of Good, sought to quantify the economic benefit of the activities churches 

carry out and facilitate.157 Riem implies an unnetworked remnant, and in general 

online church is critiqued on the grounds of technological mediation, and encouraging 

consumerism, in a carry-over of attitudes identified in earlier research into online 

religion, as though offline church is a purer ecclesial form without mediation, which 

remains unaffected by the all-pervasive culture of consumerism.158 Helland first 
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classified the distinction between ‘religion-online’ and ‘online-religion’ at the turn of 

the second millennium, defining the former as ‘one to many’ hierarchical 

dissemination, and the latter as a ‘many to many’ ‘form of religious liminality’.159 In 

the context of the pandemic, Tupling uses a similar differentiation to contrast ‘church 

online’ as the broadcasting of usual proceedings, and ‘online church’, not as an 

attempt at replication through transposition, but as equally valid digital church.160 

Hence, she prefers ‘offline church’ for the what happens in a building, so as not to 

imply that ‘online church’ is an inferior substitute or temporary measure.

Writing before the pandemic pivot, scholar of digital religion, Heidi Campbell, 

identifies the fears of religious practitioners and organisations that ‘the online 

religious community is in some way inauthentic, impoverished, and deceptive, and 

has the seductive potential power to lead people out of the pew and away from face-

to-face community interaction’,161 and these fears resurface in the moralising around 

online church and commitment. Limiting participation to a particular time and place 

privileges a self that is ‘able-bodied, neuro-typical, and dominantly male’,162 whereas 

the pandemic has enfaced those who are frequently faceless in their absence. This lack 

of notice was exposed during the pandemic when worship moved to the online spaces 
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which had often been the sole means of spiritual support for some people with 

disabilities for many years. As an Autistic person, Waldock advocates for a ‘Church 

without walls’, and describes how the Autistic community chooses to meet in online 

‘metaphysical space’ as a response not only to sensory over-stimulation, but also to 

intrusive micro-aggressions.163 During lockdown, discrimination shifted onto online 

platforms, as hard-won technical expertise was often disregarded, or ignored, in an 

ableist silencing of those who had the most to contribute to discussions around 

isolation from a church family and sacramental deprivation.164 Tupling reflected thus: 

‘There was a huge influx of hurt privilege’.165 Speaking at a seminar on ‘digital 

expressions of church’, Tupling as a priest with a disability, gave the example of 

being able to pre-record a talk from her sofa in her pyjamas and still have enough 

energy to make a meal for her children, compared with being exhausted by the 

physical effort sometimes required even to get to church due to her fluctuating 

physical condition.166 (She has counted and filmed the twenty-five different surfaces 

she is required to negotiate to be able to minister in her church.)167 Contention around 

the merits of online church is brought into sharper focus because, in the terms of 

Chapter 3, the question of dismemberment, and dis-memberment of the body of Christ 

as a consequence of routine and continuing inability to participate, had never been in 

the foreground: attendance was taken as the norm.168 Taking the foregoing into 

 321 

  

———————————
163 

Krysia Emily Waldock, “‘Doing Church’ During COVID-19: An Autistic Reflection on Online 

Church,” The Canadian Journal of Theology, Mental Health and Disability 1, no. 1 (Spring 

2021): Author’s note, 70. I use the author’s preferred description and capitalisations here.

164 

Naomi Lawson Jacobs, “Church Online and Disabled People: Locked Down or Opened Up?” 17 

November 2020, http://naomilawsonjacobs.com/church-online-and-disabled-people-locked-down-or-

opened-up.

165 

Katie Tupling (no details given), cited in Jacobs, “Church Online and Disabled People: Locked 

Down or Opened Up?” para. 16, italics omitted.

166 

Olsworth-Peter, “Pioneering Digital Expressions of Church.”

167 

Katie Tupling, A Place to Belong, Film commission, ‘A Place to Belong: Disability and the Church’ 

Conference, Livability, Lambeth Palace, 13 July 2018, 00:13. https://archbishopofcanterbury.org/place-

belong-disability-and-church.

168 

Reconfiguring expectations will also require a re-thinking of the linkage of Parish Share to 

attendance, indeed Norman-Walker calls for the abandonment of such capitation as ‘a tax on mission 

for some, and a smokescreen from the reality of death for others’ (Anna Norman-Walker, “Parishes – 

What Future for the Parochial System?” The Future of the Church of England: The Westminster Faith 

Debates (Oxford, 9 October 2014), here at 01:21–01:27. Last accessed 28 July 2021, 

http:faithdebates.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/OFDI-Parishes-presentation-by-Anna-Norman-

Walker.mp3).



account, I contend that those in a position of privilege need to guard against using an 

ableist language of deficiency for the digital medium, which, by extension, further 

stigmatises those for whom the online environment is a space of free expression and 

spiritual nourishment.

5.1. Screen-time and face-time

More generally, Bailensen welcomes Zoom as an alternative to a carbon-

hungry commute,169 although the hellish context of recurrent conflicts and child 

labour in the mining of the so-called ‘conflict minerals’, required for the manufacture 

of computers and smartphones, make it impossible to render online a totally 

innocuous alternative.170 As a cognitive psychologist studying virtual experiences and 

social interaction, he speculates that constant surveillance by apparently disembodied 

and out-of-proportion faces contributes to what is commonly termed ‘Zoom 

fatigue’.171 Paradoxically, as discussed in the preceding section, online meeting has 

enabled those who experience barriers to access, be they disabled, or those who 

experience fatigue from chronic illness, to be made visible in an infection-free space 

of equality. Even prior to COVID-19, when discussing online religion, Campbell 
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raised the possibility in ‘Congregation of the disembodied’ that despite perceptions of 

‘faceless’ individuals, the global reach of positive textually-mediated experiences of 

online sharing could give rise to greater aspiration for closeness in the local body of 

Christ.172 In the particular context of video-conferencing and repeated lockdowns, this 

has perhaps been demonstrated negatively (from the point of view of those with no 

alternative even pre-pandemic) in the desire for the resumption of meeting in-person. 

Using della Dora’s ‘infrasecular’ geographies which blend sacred and secular, Bryson, 

Andres, and Davies argue that virtual services ‘transformed homes, via telemediated 

worship into infrasecular “places” or more precisely intersacred “places” in which 

homes became linked together to share in common worship’.173 By this account, 

domestic worship is not constituted by the make-up of the household, in the manner 

deplored by Anderson in Chapter 4.

However, Zoom always represents the viewer in the upper registers of the 

assemblage of ‘gallery view’ (a telling designation in itself), never in the midst of an 

‘assembly’, even visually. For once, wheelchair-users are not disadvantaged, and are 

on a visual par with everyone else, but Bailensen describes the inhibition of gesture 

which results from artificial confinement to the frustum of the camera lens.174 (To tie 

virtuality descriptively to eating: I happened upon the lockdown innovation of the 

‘Bring and stare’ lunch,175 a clever consonantal shift which accurately captures 

emotional resignation, inherent detachment and the scrutiny of the dispersed online 

equivalent of Chester’s least-favoured form of church-catering.) More troubling, is the 

potential unconscious transfer of disciplinary visual regimes into the realm of the 

spiritual: Machado describes the employee as being enmeshed in ‘dramaturgies of the 
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face’, whereby ‘interfacial exchanges’ are a means of inducing workplace 

productivity.176 He concludes: ‘The cinematic close-up . . . assumes then a telepathic 

function in the world of labor, where its new configurations become the default setting 

for the public staging of self’.177 In a memorable phrase applicable to the new 

environment, Davies gives words to the state of subjective ‘reflective entrancement’ 

that can arise when gazing in a mirror, although he credits this reverie with greater 

philosophical underpinning than mere superficial absorption in appearance.178 

Nevertheless, Zoom offers the chance to ask if we are fixated on ourselves, or if we 

can look to those also on the call: Phillips gives the example of the church which is 

re-ordering its seating after the experience of face-to-face services online, thus 

disrupting the power relations inherent in surveyable serried rows.179

Former executive at Apple and Microsoft, Linda Stone coined the phrase 

‘continuous partial attention’, and defines it as a state ‘motivated by a desire to be a 

LIVE node on the network’, thus equating aliveness with connection and attention 

from others.180 As a technology enthusiast, she asserts that we can ‘use personal 

technologies that are prosthetics for our beings’, in what she calls ‘conscious 

computing’, but she alerts us to the need to breathe in order to avoid unhealthy 

absorption, or ‘screen apnea’.181 Her writing reminds the screen-watcher that without 

disciplined practices of embodied attention habits will be carried over into the online 

worship-space. Further to this, Franklin starts from a consideration of fast food, a 
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theme which fortuitously ties back to earlier discussion in this chapter, to describe 

how we ‘carelessly digest’ information,182 and proposes lectio divina, and more 

importantly in this context, visio divina as ‘imaginal slowing technologies’.183 

However, just as Cross, Radford, and O’Donnell resist timeless universalising 

theology in a time of pandemic, and endeavour to produce a time-bound theology 

through rotating consciousness and the visual representation of scattered attention and 

fluctuating emotion on the page,184 so allowance for emotional distraction has to made 

in stressful situations. Indeed, corona-chronicity was evidenced in the experience of 

isolation and temporal disjunction, as well as the austerity visited on many, as the 

workings of capitalism were exposed, in an hitherto unenvisaged conformation to 

McRuer’s ‘crip’ time.185 

With regard to the mechanics of computer-interaction, Denson invokes the 

phenomenological oscillation between Ihde’s ‘ “embodiment relations,” in which we 

look through the screen as if through a window, and “hermeneutic relations,” in which 

we re-focus our perception to look at the screen’, as when, for example, ‘we relax our 

focus on a speaker and scan the screen as a whole to see who’s talking now, 

alternating from figure to ground and back again’.186 However, unless this visual shift 

includes consciously looking to surroundings or the horizon, and maintaining an 

embodied sense of bodily orientation and emplacement, the observer is subsumed into 

the placeless, in my opinion. For the isolated Christian, particularly during the 

pandemic, perhaps it might be helpful therefore, to consider the screenful of faces as 
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an internet-cloud of witnesses, as their peers cheer them on. This provides a visual 

parallel to being surrounded by the unseen cloud of witnesses from bygone ages, and 

the hosts of heaven, as the book of Hebrews and the Communion liturgy remind us.187 

By contrast, and in a return to the bodily conformation of Chapter 4, Laurence argues 

for a summoning of bone-deep bodily knowledge and the re-activation of bodily 

memory of contiguity:

Nevertheless, to the extent that the physicality of corporate worship 
under normal circumstances in the past has marked our bodies and 
shaped the imaginal conception of the world that we carry in our flesh, 
even the abnormal conditions of pandemic worship provide an 
opportunity to viscerally recall–to remember with our bodies, and not 
just our minds–the sensations we previously experienced with 
unexciting regularity.188

This remembrance provides an unexpected reversal to the more usual description of 

trauma being held in the body.189 If these observations are borne in mind, it might 

then be imaginatively possible to consider Zoom (and equivalents) as a temporal sign 

both of former experience and unseen realities, and thus more spiritually immersive. 

To be even more fanciful, the cubical windows could be seen as proleptic 

representation of the ‘many rooms (monē)’ of the Father’s house (John 14:2). 

However, in the face of the screen, the worshipper still requires self-reflexivity to 

remember their positioning before the face of God, although it should be remembered 

that the primordial waters are enfaced by the hovering ruach, so the screen is not 

necessarily the impassive ‘black mirror’ popularised by television-writer Charlie 

Brooker,190 which gave dystopic meaning to seeing in a glass darkly (1 Cor. 13:12).
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5.2. Virtual gathering, virtual grief 

Before ultimately implying that ‘the atomic’ and ‘the digital’ are not mutually 

exclusive, Byrne starts from a communicative Trinity to propose constructive 

evaluation of communications technologies:

We are able to judge them because we can assess their capacity to 
respect personhood, relationship and true encounter in community. 
They have to pass a test, and it is such a blindingly simple one that we 
might miss it: it is the test of passion, the test of love.191

As an educator, Treadwell writes of making up for the deficiencies of software, but 

his argument for emotional and vocational investment has resonance beyond the 

pedagogical: ‘We are beholden to a tool set built with profit in mind, built to 

maximize utility, and any humanity that is present is the result of our conscious effort. 

Any success we may have are [sic] born through what can only be called a labor of 

love’.192 These perspectives are calls to resist unthinking habituation, and Silverstone, 

Hirsch, and Morley discuss the ‘biographies’ of information and communication 

technologies as they are incorporated into the ‘moral economy of a household’.193 

There has been discussion around the fact that some families have found grieving 

easier with pandemic restrictions on funerals, as they have not had to contend with 

feeling the need to perform stoical grief in front of a large gathered crowd.194 

Episcopal priest Ángel Marrero-Ayala was quoted in the Church Times as saying: ‘A 

smartphone is no longer an intruder into the numinous, but an acolyte in service of the 

sacred. The tablets have transubstantiated into pallbearers: holders of the moment, and 

not transgressors of it’.195 However, agonising deathbed farewells conducted via 

technology—as visiting dying relatives was prohibited and leave-takings were 

facilitated by nurses vulnerable to secondary trauma—provide tragic confirmation of 
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Treadwell’s contention, and are the obverse of this mediation. Being mindful of the 

evolving guidance from the Church of England on Holy Communion,196 the 

existential insufficiency of the medium in those final moments prompts the question 

as to why a virtual clerical Communion is seen as a satisfactory substitute for in-

person communicating, as involuntary spiritual communion is enjoined of the viewing 

laity. To decry such solitary privilege under lockdown is not to discount the comfort 

ordinarily afforded by services broadcast on television and radio to the house-bound, 

but liturgical imagination is required in the future, as Bess Brooks requests. Just as 

Paul declares that nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus (Rom. 

8:35–39), so I acknowledge that the Spirit is not limited by technology, absence or 

distance, or the virus, but the enscreened comparisons I have made between 

succouring the dying, the rituals of death, and the remembrance of Christ’s self-giving 

death for the living remain valid. Fortunately, the Church of England intends to give 

enhanced consideration to the digital domain in the future, and so in these closing 

paragraphs I look to the years ahead.

6. The Church, ageing, and the future

In June 2021, the Archbishop of York wrote a paper for the General Synod 

about developments arising from the Simpler, Humbler, Bolder vision and strategy 

published in November 2020, which I discussed in Chapter 5. He outlines one of the 

aims: ‘Creating ten thousand new Christian communities across the four areas of 

home, work/education, social and digital’, and he goes on to state that ‘digital can no 

longer be an after-thought or an add-on’.197 The coincidence of numerical targets 

between the national vision and a separate initiative named Myriad from the Diocese 

of London’s Gregory Centre for Church Multiplication (a self-funding initiative 

aiming to ‘support the planting of 10,000 new, predominantly lay-led Church of 
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England churches’) has caused confusion,198 but further highlights the unironic use of 

managerialism to characterise the will of God. Both are bold proclamations, but like 

self-isolation during coronavirus, only some can afford the privilege of using their 

time to lead in this manner, so the latter raises particular concerns, not only about 

unaccountability with regard to safeguarding in a different form, but also failure to 

tackle the issue of access to Holy Communion, and both could entrench the lack of 

representation of diverse voices.

The former document states: ‘An 80-year-old is 8 times more likely to be in 

church than a 20-year-old!’199 Indeed, Day writes about impending demographic 

transition in cultural terms in her ethnographic research with women born in the 1920s 

and 1930s, whom she terms ‘the last active Anglican generation’:

One form of pew power I discovered revolves around the social 
calendar. Where there is piety, there’s a party, and where there’s a 
party, there are Generation A laywomen providing the food and drink. 
Like Jesus feeding the five thousand, there always seemed to be a 
bottle miraculously appearing from a shopping bag to be shared around 
the table.200

Day describes them unflatteringly as like ‘locusts descending on a church buffet’, and 

speculates that because many live alone they may no longer make themselves ‘special 

meals’, before commenting wryly that she ‘swiftly learned not to get between those 

women and the last sausage rolls’.201 Thus, enshrining hospitality and regular all-age 

gatherings as part of a commitment to being church within a neighbourhood can be 

seen as being indirectly protective of the mental health and nutritional status of older 

 329 

  

———————————
198 

CCX, “Myriad.” The Gregory Centre for Church Multiplication (website), accessed 28 July 2021, 

https://ccx.org.uk/myriad. The Bishop of Islington, Dr Ric Thorpe who leads the Gregory Centre, the 

home of the initiative, apologised for miscommunication after the leader of Myriad, Canon John 

McGinley used the phrase ‘key limiting factors’ in a discussion of lay leadership, which gave the 

impression that trained stipendary leadership and buildings were hindrances to growth (Madeleine 

Davies, “Myriad is Shining a Light, Says Thorpe,” Church Times, no. 8263 (30 July 2021): 4). It is 

telling that in the same article, McGinley’s rejection of criticisms of Myriad as ‘a middle-class 

initiative’, centres around his approbation of a network of churches in the Manchester diocese because 

they ‘ “are passionate about them being Anglican, not only in managing how they do the sacraments but 

paying parish share” ’ (Madeleine Davies, “Myriad is Shining a Light,” 4).

199 

Cottrell, Simpler, Humbler, Bolder, 6.

200 

Abby Day, The Religious Lives of Older Laywomen: The Last Active Anglican Generation (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2017), 165.

201 

Ibid., 169.



people. The robust realism of her account should be contrasted with the Betjemanian 

gentility202 of the tea-parties of Messy Vintage (the variant of Messy Church for older 

people):

What a tea it was – gingham cloths, fresh roses in porcelain vases and 
an Indian tree-patterned tea service. Cake stands and doilies were ready 
to be brought out, laden with dainty sandwiches, cream and jam scones 
and all manner of fancy cakes.203

Even with the acknowledgement that the idea for this offshoot arose in a particular 

locality, such normalisation of a feminised, class and culture-specific presentation of 

food, is exclusionary in a multicultural society, and its portrayal of ageing and 

dependency may already be anachronistic, as Day’s portrayal of stalwart 

octogenarians and nonagenarians shows.

However, displacement from church buildings has raised the spectre of a 

permanent decrease in congregations post-pandemic, as a leaked internal Church of 

England document warned that ‘up to 20 per cent of regular worshippers may never 

return’.204 I note also that the concomitant ‘sharp fall in collection plate donations’205 
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(used by those who do not have the financial security to commit themselves to direct-

debit or standing order) is a proxy for the vulnerability and precarity of those presently 

unable to attend. And yet, anxiety about financial shortfall and emptying coffers is the 

primary message conveyed by archiepiscopal comment on the income statistics.206 

Across all churches, the coronavirus led to recognition that many projects are run by 

volunteers who fall in the vulnerable category,207 which shows the foolishness of the 

Church of England taking existing members for granted amidst talk of the need for 

youthful diversity. Any over-emphasis on generational replenishment devalues those 

who fall into an unfavoured age-bracket: those without the Church are then seen as 

somehow not meriting the opportunity for amendment of life, because of insufficient 

longevity, rather than considering that the imminence of death requires an urgency of 

pastoral care;208 those within, are not respected and honoured for their wisdom, and 

contribution to parish life. Such an attitude mirrors secular pitting of the generations 

against each other in the bid for resources, and further promotes the perception that all 

the Church is interested in is numerical growth, which is a sad place to end the final 

chapter of my thesis.

7. Conclusion

I am cognisant that I have relied on a limited range of examples, and a largely 

clerical perspective in this chapter, but they are representative of the diversity of 

opinion and belief within the catholicity of the Church of England. I have looked at 

kenotic self-emptying, the self-sacrificial church, and empty bricks-and-mortar 
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churches during the pandemic. Hospitality does not require the backing of a powerful 

state church, but Christian hospitality always involves dissolution of status, and I 

developed the theme of humility from Percy by investigating differing contexts for the 

work of the Church. As I have emphasised repeatedly throughout this thesis, the 

absence of overt recognition of actions as hospitable, or conversely, the over-

confident assertion of hospitality, distorted by social location, or evangelistic 

persuasion, arises from underdetermined hospitality. Heartbreakingly, a committed 

priest valued by his traumatised community feels overtaken by changes in church 

policy: unglamorous persistence, and faithful welcome are recognised as hospitality 

by the unchurched, but not valued by church authorities who equate hospitality with 

numerical increase and bureaucratic questionnaires. As with Percy’s food memories, it 

is unselfconscious contributions which have lasting impact.

I have also considered empty stomachs and empty promises with regard to 

social regeneration and racial reform, through Pemberton’s discussion of broken 

Britain, and the exposure by McLaren, Robinson-Brown, and Henry of a broken 

White-supremacist Church, unworthy of the name. I reviewed the biblical 

consequences of personal and societal over-consumption through the work of 

Grumett, Bretherton and Holmes, Méndez-Montoya, and Davis, and have looked at 

ecology and horticulture, and dug into the soil with the aid of Tidball, Helphand, and 

Bennington. I expatiated on the theological significance of food in the work of 

Méndez-Montoya, and used Percy, and the poetry of John Betjeman to draw out the 

class implications of food once more. Despite recourse to online meetings by those 

with disabilities before the advent of coronavirus, online experience has often been 

judged as inferior, but Berger summons a heavenly audience, and Byrne and 

Treadwell suggest that technology can be transformatively Trinitarian, so I contend 

that amateurishness in the proper sense of the word contributes to an online ecclesial 

identity of inclusive hospitality. I have looked at Communion as means of ecclesial 

conformation, situationally enforced abstinence from Communion, the restorative 

potential of Communion after trauma, and the power of simple hospitality in the face 
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of tragedy. In this final chapter, I have brought together the digestible and the digital 

as means showing of hospitality, to demonstrate conclusively that hospitality is more 

than tea, or indeed cake. I have changed scale between the cosmic banquet, the down-

to-earth hospitality of pie-crust, and the literal earthiness of soil as microcosm, and 

soil is a suitable place to lay down the thread of my argument, as I commenced this 

thesis with the journeying stranger and the desert.

 333 

  



Conclusion

1. Summary

At the outset of my inquiry into hospitality I claimed that the expressed aims 

and vision of the Church of England demonstrate an insufficiently developed 

understanding of hospitality, which is further evidenced by Reddie’s impatience with 

the recurrent institutional resort to a diffuse, but ultimately insubstantial hospitality. 

Pohl was the first to draw attention to the attenuation of hospitality over the centuries, 

and the need to restore it as a Christian practice; the reduction of Anglican hospitality 

to the banality of after-service refreshments, or the meal-based outreach of the Alpha 

Course and Messy Church are the correlates of this epistemic and practical deficiency. 

Indeed, I have established that despite the public recognition value for hospitality of 

the latter, reflection on hospitality was not central to the conception of either format. 

To counteract these inadequacies, I have adopted a concept of hospitality that is life 

and world-including, rather than a parsimonious definition: hospitality is not merely 

social nicety as an adjuvant to mission, but also the impetus behind missio Dei. 

Accordingly, I have assessed the utility of hospitality as an explanatory concept in 

discussing welcome as a scriptural practice, the Trinity and contemporary invocations 

of perichoresis; communion with God; the Church and the believer; and the planet 

and eco-systems, as well as the social, political, and evangelistic uses of hospitality. 

Therefore, it is my contention in this thesis that hospitality, properly conceived, 

renders practices and actions legible, and that the presence or absence of hospitality 

defines the Church of England nationally, internally, and locally. Hospitality matters.

In Chapters 1 and 2 I considered hospitality on different scales from the 

domestic to the international: from creation to eschaton, and in the presumed 

perichoretic relationality of the Trinity, hospitality is evident in the economy of God. 

Indeed, Winter describes a Eucharistic universe of hospitable excess. In giving the 
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scriptural background to hospitality initially, and in Chapter 1, I traced the hospitality 

Israel is commanded to show to the stranger back to the created order, and from the 

story of Abraham to the incorporation of the Gentiles as part of his promised posterity. 

I also made the claim that Peter’s eventual acceptance of the ritually unclean animals 

in his vision as eatable, and thence his hosting of his Gentile visitors, and his stay with 

Cornelius, all serve to confirm that he has indeed understood the nature of the 

expansive and inclusive hospitality of the kingdom of God, as Jesus foretold when 

Peter was reluctant to submit to having his feet washed. The proprieties of customary 

hospitality were contravened by Jesus’ act of humble service, and I have showed that 

humility is necessary both in the exchanges of everyday hospitality, and as antidote to 

the refractoriness of the Church of England; hospitality needs to be offered from a 

posture of humility. Ultimately, the implications of Peter’s rethinking of hospitality 

and identity dilate to include the present research, and so, in order to better 

conceptualise and locate the place of hospitality in a Church that professes to be 

shaped by mission and Jesus, in Chapters 1 and 2 I derived common features of 

hospitality from the cultural hospitality represented in the Bible: seeing and 

welcoming the stranger; feasting and hearing stories; and how the ultimate hospitality 

of the kingdom of God is prefigured, both in the feasting of Isaiah 25:6–8, and the 

miraculous meals catered by Jesus. Furthermore, I categorised the experience of 

hospitality under the following headings: hospitality as provision and ingestion; 

hospitality as inclusion and incorporation; the divine hospitality experienced in 

contemplation; and hospitality as social action. I will summarise my research 

accordingly, using those characteristics and activities, rather than in a strictly linear 

fashion, so as to accentuate the correspondences between different situations and 

environments.

In Chapters 1 and 2, I considered hospitality on different scales from the 

domestic to the international: inclusion shifts from the solitary stranger crossing a 

threshold, to nations, in the Hebrew scriptures; and from crowds, and households, to 

people-groups, in the New Testament, as the kingdom of God is declared, and 
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disciples become part of God’s household. Thus, in answering my first two research 

questions about similarities between the two testaments across the millennia, and the 

identity of those who are accorded welcome, a place to stay, and food to eat, or a place 

at the real or metaphorical table, I established feasting as a sign of future felicity, and 

identified the guests and the feasters. Having explored the sensory aspects of eating 

and communing in Chapters 1 and 2 through consideration of the food and flavours of 

the banquet of the nations in Isaiah, the Last Supper; the banquet of the kingdom; and 

the commensality of the first believers, I was then in a position, in the following 

chapter, to suggest that the communal meal has a place in ecclesial life as a marker of 

transition, and as a signifier of inclusion. In the move from places, participants, and 

physical ingredients, to the elements of conviviality, I juxtaposed Browning Helsel’s 

restorative feasting from the Hebrew scriptures, and Staley’s contemporary 

multisensory meal and worship, as an activity including people with learning 

disabilities, to propose the rediscovery of the meal as a variform vehicle for healing 

and integration in the life of a congregation.

Such eating takes hospitality beyond the educative meals of Alpha and Messy 

Church; both routine and ritual eating have a surplus of meaning, as my citation of 

Douglas on food and fellowship, Bacon’s claim that the Church becomes the body of 

Christ through eucharistic eating; Isherwood and O’Donnell’s proposals of the healing 

potential of the Eucharist; and Wirzba’s opinion that partaking of the Eucharist 

overflows into ordinary eating, all indicate. I further addressed the importance of the 

act of eating to faith-development in Chapter 4, by contrasting the aberration of digital 

food with the topic of food and Christian formation. I then developed the ethical 

dimensions of consumption in Chapter 7, when I considered the relationships between 

food, theology, and the Eucharist; cookery and communal meals; food-production; 

hunger and ecology; and the resources available to the Church of England to tackle 

poverty. To further flesh out an inclusive and constitutive hospitality, I considered the 

place of the Eucharist in parish life and during local tragedy; the obverse of such ritual 

gathering was the eucharistic fast imposed by the Church of England during the early 
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phase of COVID-19, which I framed in terms of exclusion and inhospitality in 

Chapter 4. This wide-ranging discussion depended upon the prima facie recognition 

of primordial hospitality, and being hosted by God, which reverts back to my opening 

reflections, and the consequential assertion at the beginning of this chapter about 

hospitality in the span of history and the story of salvation; grateful reception of the 

gifts of the earth in daily life, and at the Communion table, is formative of the 

believer, and an outflow of hospitality is the fitting response to such dependence, as I 

have shown repeatedly. The ‘bring and share’ made appearances throughout, and I 

proposed the nature of the contributions as analogous to the members and organs of 

the Pauline body, and thus a fitting emblem for churchly hospitality. 

As already mentioned, I specifically examined the centrality of the meal to the 

evangelistic hospitality of the Alpha Course and Messy Church in Chapter 6. Through 

analysis of the words of their founders, and their gainsayers and supporters, I 

uncovered motivations beyond sharing the good news which instrumentalise the 

offered hospitality: I exposed the privilege inherent in their promotional strategies, 

and the thinking behind their programmes which distort hospitality, to answer another 

of the questions defining my research. I demonstrated that both Alpha and Messy 

Church had unresolved issues around judging guests, and there were concerns around 

the practicalities of hospitality for Messy Church (although similar situations are 

nothing new in the history of Christianity, as I showed in the discussion about Peter, 

Cornelius, and the Jerusalem church, and the excluded widows in Chapter 1). 

Moreover, critics, such as Hunt and Ward, argue that Alpha is unrepresentative of 

experience in churches, which re-emphasises the need for the work undertaken in this 

thesis to advance food and storytelling as needful features of church life: the 

incompatibility between espoused and manifest values in my findings make my 

articulation of hospitality the more necessary.

In Chapter 3, I moved discussion of hospitality from inclusion as necessary to 

survival for the individual, and fulfilment of biblical prophecy for the Gentile nations, 

to querying how hospitality assists inclusion for those who experience social 
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exclusion and discrimination on the grounds of cognition. I brought the concept of 

hospitality and hospitable practices to bear on the experience of social alienation of 

those living with dementia, or who have learning disabilities; I gave the example of 

how the impulse to be hospitable can still be irrepressible, even with advanced 

dementia. I reflected on dementia and learning disabilities in relation to value, 

embodiment and personhood, and contrasted nurture, human touch, and movement, 

with divine embosoming and the relationality of Trinitarian perichoresis. In 

consequence, I argued that hospitality is intrinsic to human development from the 

womb onwards, and that the bonds between people are a reflection of the love of the 

Godhead. I also considered sound and intrusion, and silence and mutism, and took 

Harshaw’s theorised mystery of divine communication and condescension, and her 

questioning of cerebral bias in coming to faith, in conjunction with Gillibrand on 

apophasis, to suggest that the hospitality of God exists in the place of inarticulacy, and 

in the face of inexplicable circumstances.

Having reflected on attentiveness to God, and God in others in Chapter 3, I 

made it clear that such awareness has to extend to the environment of worship. In 

Chapters 4 and 5, I sought to develop that understanding of attention in order to 

consider inclusion holistically as presence, representation, and brokerage, whether in-

person, on-screen, in conversation and discourse, or corporately, so as to fulfil another 

aim of this research, and arrive at practices which intensify hospitality, and promote 

the creation of hospitable spaces. Research on ritual conducted during the pandemic 

showed a disconnect between church members and clergy, further proved by my 

juxtaposition of official advice and the Communion practices of a privileged few, as 

compelling evidence of bad faith. I enlarged upon the psychological and political 

functions of the story, and how storytelling operates to effect and signal inclusion for 

those who are cognitively-challenged, and simultaneously expand the imaginative 

capacities of their interlocutors. I also addressed the place of hospitality and social 

action in overcoming ‘social abandonment’ and envisioning the possible, for Pohl, 

and constructing Morisy’s meaningful ‘story-rich’ life. Other uses of story include van 
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Ommen’s advocacy of Lukken on the importance of the ‘small’ stories in the Bible, so 

that our lives are mirrored in the liturgy; Barrett’s stories of community heroes; and 

Barrett and Harley’s gathered stories of the gathered church which reorient and 

democratise mission. So, from the hearing of stories of those at risk of what Baldwin 

terms ‘narrative dispossession’, and the story as catalyst for overcoming difference 

and isolation, to the story as reassurance, recognition, and reporting, I proposed 

storytelling as an hospitable practice that promotes inclusion, and has value in 

worship, care-settings, and in the local community and politics. However, as Harshaw 

and Gillibrand make clear, there also has to be acknowledgement of the wordless 

story, and, as Brock asserts, the realisation that inclusion is the perquisite of God, not 

the Church. In comparing imperfect inclusion in the now, with the hereafter, I 

considered people with disabilities more generally, and the rhetoric around the 

categorical ascription of spiritual gifts, versus the allowability of undifferentiated 

membership in the body of Christ, and I emphasised the mutuality of gift and 

hospitality demanded by inclusion. Such submission to each other in Christ can be 

contrasted with the way capitalism infects the valuation of places and people. There is 

merit therefore, in juxtaposing the asset-based approach to community development 

adopted by Barrett, with the God-givenness of the individual, as perspectives which 

focus on the positive, and reject the use of postcodes, or the medical discourse of 

deficit, to judge people. However, the Church is not immune from worldly standards, 

or being unwelcoming, and the multiplied on-screen faces of lockdown have 

highlighted the previous invisibility of those excluded from offline church, and the 

need for a theorisation of hospitality that goes beyond greeting or eating.

My thematic discussion of hosts, guests, food, and stories in the first four 

chapters, provided the foundation for the application of those principles and practices 

to the mission, and the future of the Church of England in the remaining chapters. 

Thus, Chapter 5 used internal and external reports as a means to evaluate the declared 

hospitality of the Church. I analysed the presentation and content of the 2019 report 

From Stranger to Friend: Changing the Culture and Practice of Welcome in the 
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Church of England, and queried the dialogue partners chosen to derive an improved 

welcome, in order to show the conceptual and methodological insufficiency of the 

institutional account of welcome which is commended to local churches. Thereafter, I 

gave examples of Church initiatives employing problematic photographic and poetic 

imagery, and I considered how politicians invoke mythic representations of the 

Church of England that appeal to bucolicism, rather than the pastoral realities of a 

multicultural society, thereby helping to reproduce the seemingly ineradicable racism 

of the Church. When allied to fact of establishment, the potency of such reactionary 

images risks distorting hospitality into reactionary nostalgia and paternalism, rather 

than social justice and inclusion, unless challenged, so I juxtaposed historic 

discrimination with the disregard for appearances evidenced in these publications in 

order to expose the oppression concealed behind carefully presented words and 

images. I also considered a report from Theos on social action, which raised the 

possibility of a spectrum of meal-types in the weekly calendar of the local church, in 

support of my contention of hospitality as integral to church life. In the earlier 

chapters I gave examples of the fluid dynamics of hosting and being a guest, and the 

reversal of status, particularly through the example of Jesus washing the feet of the 

disciples, and in Chapter 5 I considered the reluctance of the Church to consider 

reparations, or relinquish the host-like power, bequeathed by establishment, to 

convene. As a step to resolving my question for this chapter about the tension between 

hospitality and mission, I made the suggestion that paying heed to the saddened and 

angered voices of the excluded and the marginalised would help the Church of 

England redress the current imbalance of power, although some still see 

disestablishment as the only option, as Chapter 7 re-emphasised.

I also queried whether the shift represented in the title of this thesis, from 

endorsing the primacy of mission, to orienting the Church around Jesus, diverted 

attention from troublesome aspects of Church structure. Although, the aim to be 

‘Jesus-shaped’ taken in conjunction with the strapline of ‘simpler, humbler, bolder’, 

only reinforces the essential nature of humility, as I intimated in my earlier mention of 
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footwashing. Repentance and divestment would be the humble response to allegations 

of institutional racism and benefiting historically from the proceeds of slavery, but 

have not been forthcoming hitherto; so, much depends on the Archbishops’ Racial 

Justice Commission. Just as Morisy argues for ‘oblique’ hospitality, rather than 

overtly attempting to effect change, the Church of England is at its best in quiet, 

unassuming service, in my opinion. Having examined social engagement and political 

intervention in the abstract, in furtherance of a perichoretic definition of hospitality 

and mission in Chapter 5, I compared the parish and the Fresh Expression, and the 

community and the local church, relative to each other in Chapter 7. I contrasted the 

aim of hospitality in Fresh Expressions of church with the perceptions of the 

hospitality of the parish, and debated their differing emphases on social action and 

perichoresis, to answer, in the affirmative, my question as to whether 

underdetermined hospitality goes unacknowledged. It was good that food-distribution 

continued to take place in churches during the pandemic, and the increased necessity 

for such service to the community may have raised the profile of the Church as an 

agent of social good, but as I have argued, the identity of the Church is bound up in 

presence and social action. The rootedness of prayer in a particular place is part of 

that hospitable parochial presence, as I showed in Chapter 7, and so the suspension of 

priestly daily prayer in churches at the beginning of the pandemic at a time when the 

sense of continuity of observance, and being held in prayer, would have been a source 

of stability and consolation in unprecedented circumstances was a retrograde step. I 

came to the conclusions that hospitality takes time to establish, and that listening to 

the community and God were crucial to offering a contextual hospitality. Finally, I 

wrote about the effects of impending demographic transition, and the consequences of 

the pandemic, to conclude that the priorities of the Church of England may actually be 

deleterious to the stated aim of diversity in the next decade. My original contribution 

has been to uncover and make explicit the uses of hospitality within the contemporary 

Church of England, and expose inhospitality, and latent privilege and entitlement, 

while situating my argument with a teleological framework of primordial and ultimate 
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hospitality. I have contested hospitality as an anodyne, and addressed the reasons for 

the current discrepancies between policy pronouncements and practice, as well as 

relating hospitality to wider societal and planetary issues, in order to propose a more 

inclusive vision of humble, hospitable encounter with God and others, achieved in 

part through ritual, pastoral presence, and restorative commensality.

2. Recommendations for future research

In the course of this thesis, I have interrogated the communications and 

activities of the Church of England at national, and local, level. It would be an 

interesting exercise to compare diocesan mission statements and priorities, and 

measure the frequency of mentions of hospitality, and the relative importance it is 

accorded, at the intermediate level, to see whether there is any correlation, either with 

regional socio-economic indicators, or the activities of Fresh Expressions and 

parishes. In addition, the relative weighting of the components of diocesan taglines 

would help with determining whether hospitality is merely decorative, seen as 

desirable, or central to the identity of a diocese (although, given the superficial 

treatment in From Stranger to Friend, the second option is more likely than the third). 

Apart from assessing the impact of diocesan messaging, qualitative fieldwork 

comparing the understandings of Christian hospitality expressed by established 

church-members, compared with responses by priests and leaders on the one hand, 

and the views of those new to faith, and outside the Church on the other, would serve 

to substantiate the discrepancies in theological understanding which I have 

highlighted, and provide evidence of the range of activities that can contribute to 

ecclesial hospitality.

This thesis has been marked by being written during successive lockdowns 

and openings-up of the COVID-19 pandemic, so some quotations reflect the particular 

atmosphere of improvisation and exclusion which prevailed at the beginning of the 

outbreak. However, there is value to be derived in future from using these as 

indicators of the degree of change which has occurred, as churches adapt to changed, 

and still-changing, circumstances. Indeed, a focus on hospitality will prevent 
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necessary future research into hybrid church being diverted into discussion of the 

affordances of technology, and keep it centred on koinōnia. Nevertheless, as the 

pandemic experiences of Alpha and Messy Church have shown, in differing ways, 

sustaining relationships through modalities other than meeting in-person presents 

challenges, and the question of forming a coherent identity across online and offline 

church will require experimentation and evaluation.

With regard to food, I have considered the meals and dwellings of the first 

Christians, and suggested that continuing attention to settings has deflected attention 

from the erosion of female leadership. I have explored the status of those providing 

hospitality and the persistent downgrading of catering as a form of ministry, and 

investigation of the potential for recognised diaconal ministry in this area, arising 

from Tuohy’s question about the ordination of cooks, would be a welcome 

development, so long as it did not become a means to divert candidates from 

marginalised groups away from the priesthood. For the present, the biscuit and the 

fish-finger, and cakes and pasta are iconic in the representative alimentary hospitality 

emanating from the Church of England, be it Messy Church, Messy Vintage, or the 

Alpha Course, but I have not addressed the wider ethics of eating and choice of diet 

with relation to the urgent matters of climate change and animal-welfare. An 

evaluation of how the communal meals eaten by Christians, and the food they supply 

to others, accords with their own more usual diet, would tell us how those Christians 

valued not only the planet, fellow creatures, and eco-systems, but also their attitudes 

to other people, and their thinking about hospitality.

The disconnect between protestations of welcome and actual inclusion has 

informed much of my engagement with hospitality in its different guises within the 

Church of England. Although feeling welcomed is important, specific research is 

needed to ask autistic people, those with learning disabilities, and people living with 

dementia about their participation in the life of the Church, and if they are enabled and 

encouraged to be hosts, welcomers, and story-tellers in their turn, as equally gifted 

members of the body of Christ, and what advocacy and liturgical facilitation is yet 
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needed. I have addressed the issue of racism in the Church of England from an 

inescapably emic perspective, and the restriction of my research to the national 

requires a complementary investigation, asking what humble hospitality looks like 

from the extra-corporeal perspective of the wider Anglican Communion. This process 

of decentring would align the Church of England’s expressed desire for institutional 

humility, and wider calls for a kenotic ecclesiology, with the very actors and 

theologies that could help bring about those aims, in building on the suppressed 

insights of the marginalised insiders who are currently ignored.

3. Placement of hospitality in the Church of England

In the attempt to renovate the tired tropes of caffeine and carbohydrates, I have 

offered a more expansive conception of hospitality beyond mandated niceness and 

simplistic inclusion. The American scholars, Newman, and Russell had already 

challenged the former, and Swinton, and Jacobs, the latter, although from differing 

perspectives, but uniquely, I have also sought to disrupt the insular narrative of the 

Church of England in the attempt to redeem hospitality from intractable Anglican 

myopia. Although Martyn Percy undertakes a similar task, I contend that he is 

frequently too invested in his own persona as a contrarian to be a properly critical 

friend, and his focus is on churchmanship and ecclesiolatry, not hospitality. I argue 

therefore, that this inquiry has challenged coincident apathy and complacency about 

hospitality in the Church of England, by revising the ways hospitality is perceived. At 

the most basic, I have proposed a rationale for the communal meal, and the convivial 

gathering after the abeyance of ritual, as a means of overcoming the isolation and 

distress engendered by the pandemic, and have thereby reconstituted the importance 

of commensality within church life. More substantively, I have considered the 

literature of Christian spirituality, and the scriptural representation of hospitality, and 

connected the implicit and explicit discussions of imago Dei and missio Dei that 

characterise the disciplines of disability theology, ecclesiology, and missiology to 

produce a coherent narrative of divinely inspired hospitality.
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I conjoined separate discourses on the Trinity from disability theology and 

ecclesiology into a hospitality capable of defending personhood on the one hand, and 

discussing ecclesial identity on the other. Thus, I brought into dialogue the debates 

around perichoresis as a factor in conceiving of the hospitable church, and the 

conversations on selfhood that animate those who are usually the objects of such 

discussion. To the latter end, I explored Harshaw’s response to the presumptuous who 

would dismiss the spiritual capacity of her daughter, and her maternal advocacy 

parallels that of the Syrophoenician woman from Chapter 2, as the stigmatised 

become subjects of the story in their own right, with their own desires and appetites: I 

contend that hospitality properly understood enables that transition. And to unify 

those discussions, I have suggested, following Swinton, Harshaw, and others, that the 

inclusion in the body of Christ of those who are stigmatised, or excluded, refigures the 

understanding of gifts and ministries within the local church. I extrapolated this 

comprehension to the institution of the Church, by adopting Wells’ contention that the 

renewal of the national Church will be achieved by the formerly rejected, but I 

introduced the prophecy of Isaiah 61 as a superior source to amplify his point, thus 

enabling an explicit connection to my development of the communicative power of 

the ‘broken’ story in Chapter 4. Narratives of acceptance and redemption are at odds 

with the setting of targets for the number of new churches as an outcome measure; 

transformation does not come without repentance. In my investigation of the places 

and practices which claim to show hospitality, or be hospitable, I have given evidence 

of the discrimination shown to mind and body differences, which render such claims 

of hospitality worthless.

I have explored how hospitality forms Christian and ecclesial identity, and 

determined that hospitality is equally at home in the offline parochial church; the 

online church; the Fresh Expression, and the wider community, because the presence 

of God precedes, as with Peter entering the house of Cornelius. In Chapters 1 and 2, I 

surveyed divine and human hospitality in the Hebrew scriptures and the New 

Testament in order to draw out characteristics of hospitality which transcend cultural 
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difference, and I uncovered the universality of feasting and hospitality, whether on 

succulent meat, for the nations in Isaiah, or sufficient crumbs, for the Syrophoenician 

woman and her daughter. This finding is relevant because it has pertinence to the 

politics of gathering digitally and physically, during, and after, the personal and 

collective trauma of this era of COVID-19, and my investigation offers the meal and 

the screen as means of negotiating the interregnum, and the resumption of festivity 

and ritual. I have attested to the potential of bodily hospitality to unsettle over-

cerebral, dissociated, dualistic, propositional belief, and the quotidian meal to 

manifest koinōnia. However, I have not proposed a prescriptive hospitality, but I have 

drawn upon the insights of scholars and practitioners, priests and laity, and insiders 

and outsiders, to produce a differentiated understanding of hospitality which includes 

the domains of knowledge, belief, and action. Although I have argued that an 

inadequately articulated hospitality can be unrecognised by providers, as much as 

permission-givers, it does not go unrewarded by Jesus, even if it is discounted, or 

overlooked, by Church authorities. I hope that this thesis has provided food for 

thought with regard to hospitality, and inclusion, for all eaters, evangelists, and 

would-be belongers, Anglican or not.

Overall, in this thesis, I have established that hospitality is important, not 

simply for the sake of survival in times past; or civility, or social justice, in the present 

time; but because, from the perspective of scripture, it is fundamental to 

understanding life on earth, and the life hereafter. Culture, ecology, history, and 

technology have been represented in the move, over the course of this thesis, from the 

digestible to the digital; however, the climate crisis and the extractive economy 

implicate soil and silicon, and I have argued that the Church has to accord serious 

attention to food-production and methods of communication. I conceptualised a 

hospitality of communion arising from creaturely commonality, which extends from 

the cellular to the cosmic, and a political hospitality shown through bodily solidarity, 

social action, and representation. For the Church of England as the site of my 

research, this latter requires the renunciation of power; and I, in my turn, have 
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endeavoured to reject any paternalistic framing of hospitality and inclusion, although, 

as a currently non-disabled person, this will have been imperfectly achieved. 

Nevertheless, I have shown the supervention of mental and bodily incapacity by 

divine hospitality and inclusion in the body of Christ, and how a hospitality of the 

body incorporates the womb, the face, hair, hands, arms, and feet; can be shown 

through the senses; and, of course, to the stomach. My thesis duly encompasses the 

edible and the ineffable, and my contribution has been to construct an embodied, 

en-earthed, and inspirited account of hospitality that supports inter-special 

co-existence in the world, and promotes intersectional inclusion in the Church of 

England.
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Appendix

1. Ann’s Recipe for Mint Cake (or Peppermint Slice)

4oz margarine/butter

1 cup self-raising flour

1 dessertspoonful cocoa

4 handfuls crushed cornflakes

½ cup soft brown sugar

Pinch salt

Melt the margarine/butter.

Add all the dry ingredients, and mix well.

Spread into a greased tray, and flatten with the back of a spoon, or your hand.

Bake at 180ºC or 350ºF for about 20 minutes.

Remove from oven, and allow to cool and set.

Once cool, add topping:

8oz icing sugar

½ teaspoon peppermint essence

Few drops green food colouring

Boiled water

Mix altogether until stiff, but slightly runny.

Pour over cooled base and allow to set. 

Cover in melted plain chocolate when completely set.

Julia, Ann’s daughter, adds: “There’s no note about how much chocolate will 

be needed. I’d start with a bar of plain cooking chocolate, depending on how thick you 

like it!” 
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