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Hospitality in All Things

“Say to the owner of the house, ‘The Teacher asks, Where is my guest room where 

I may eat the Passover with my disciples?’ He will show you a large room upstairs, 

furnished and ready. Make preparations for us there.” So the disciples set out and 

went to the city, and found everything as [Jesus] had told them; and they prepared 

the Passover meal. (Mark 14:14b-16)

Hospitality has been defined as the friendly and generous reception and entertainment of guests, visitors, or strang-
ers. Even if we fall short at times, we certainly want to give all visitors, guests, or strangers who attend our worship 
services a friendly and generous reception. “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some 
have entertained angels without knowing it” (Heb. 13:2).

We need to welcome people because they have chosen to join us and because our congregation has so much to offer 
them. We are not hospitable because of what they can give us—be it greater attendance, increased financial contri-
butions, more volunteers—but because God, in Christ, welcomes them to the power of the word of life and the table 
of salvation. So, indeed, hospitality in all things!

To be intentional about how to be hospitable in your church, it can be helpful to think of having people to your home 
for a meal or a party. Whether your church is more like a casual buffet or a formal dinner party, the approach is 
similar—we want guests to feel welcomed, comfortable, and involved. And while one has to plan, certainly, for the 
well-being of members of the family or church, hospitality demands a special focus on guests and visitors who do not 
know “how we do things around here.” At home we talk among the family about where to put coats, where people 
will be before the meal, and how to gather everyone for the meal. Planning for hospitality at church may come from 
a worship committee, but it is important to have as many people as possible involved in implementing it.

Hospitality starts on the outside of the church building. It can be frustrating for a visitor to try to find a house without 
a street number clearly displayed on it. Does your church have a sign outside that is big enough and positioned for 
maximum visibility? If people are driving to church, is it clear where to park? Do the regulars take the parking spaces 
closest to the building? Perhaps have some of the most convenient spaces marked for visitor as well as handicapped 
parking. Do people come in the front door or the back door of your house? Is the primary entrance to the church, 
which may not be the formal entrance, clearly identified? Perhaps a welcome sign should be displayed there as well.

When people come to your home, someone is designated to greet them as they arrive. Ushers can welcome people 
arriving at church, but they may be busy with handing out worship folders or taking care of other tasks. A designated 
greeter can focus on spotting unfamiliar faces, extend a welcome, introduce him- or herself, and show the way to 
the coatrack or restroom as needed.

Once inside the worship space, visitors sometimes encounter someone who makes it clear that “this is our pew.” That 
kind of territorial stance is not hospitable. The problem can be difficult to remedy. An article on hospitality in the 
church newsletter might discuss the situation in positive terms, explaining that “it would be helpful to . . .” rather 
than demanding “stop being rude.” Ushers can be trained to be aware of empty spaces in the seating area so they can 
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walk a visitor to a seat, rather than leaving newcomers to fend for themselves. Invite regular worshipers to imagine 
themselves as first-time visitors. What kind of welcome would they wish to encounter? 

A worship folder typically outlines what is going to happen during the service. Review it from the perspective of 
someone who is not familiar with your church. How many pieces of paper is a visitor going to have to juggle? Is the 
distinction between page numbers for the liturgy and hymn numbers clear? When do we stand and when do we sit? 
Is there a time when children leave or return to the service? Encourage regulars to keep an eye out for anyone who 
appears to be having trouble navigating the worship folder or hymnal, and offer assistance.

In addition to a newsletter article describing hospitality that regular worshipers can offer visitors during the service, 
it would be appropriate to include similar comments in announcements during the service. Articulating that the 
congregation values hospitality would have the dual purpose of letting visitors know they are welcome and can ex-
pect to be greeted without making them stand up and be identified as outsiders. Handing a hymnal to a visitor, open 
to the correct page, is an unobtrusive and gracious way to assist a newcomer. Even if your congregation dispenses 
with paper in favor of video screens, someone not familiar with a liturgical service may appreciate someone sitting 
near him or her who knows when to stand and sit.

What about hospitality around the meal? At home, there may be just an informal word: “Take a plate and serve 
yourself buffet-style” or “We always have the guest of honor sit in this chair.” No one wants to feel conspicuous or 
embarrassed in public. The worship folder might offer a succinct description of the congregation’s practices around 
receiving communion. Who is welcome at the table? Are children welcome? Are those who are not communing 
invited to come for a blessing? Are there gluten- or alcohol-free alternatives for those with certain health issues? Is 
there anything about the distribution method that might need explanation? Weigh printed instructions against the 
value of a simple welcome from the presiding minister, gracious and skilled ushers, and regular communicants who 
can lead visitors to the table and model how this assembly shares the meal.

After worship, hospitality requires continued attention to the strangers in our midst. The host or hostess at home 
certainly would not let someone stand alone without starting a conversation or making an introduction. Similarly, 
regulars should be encouraged to engage visitors after the service, both in the worship space and at coffee hour. Make 
eye contact. Introduce yourself. Express your pleasure at worshiping with them today.

Hospitality is about warmth, openness, and expressing genuine appreciation for a visitor’s presence. It is a way to 
offer the love of Christ to others.

—Bruce McCullough


