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“Holy hospitality”

Hospitality. Today in our Genesis story, Abraham and Sarah, and their servant go all out

to offer hospitality to three strangers. In the ancient near east during biblical times,

hospitality or the refusal of hospitality was a matter of life and death. If travellers ran

out of  food and drink in  that  hot,  dry  climate they could  be in  trouble.  So people

depended on the hospitality of others.  Moreover, the LORD commanded the Jewish

people to offer hospitality to strangers, and it could also be understood as fulfilling the

commandment to love your neighbour as yourself. In order to instil within the Jewish

people  the  importance  of  offering  hospitality,  the  rabbis  developed  stories  about

hospitality that involved welcoming the prophet Elijah. These stories often associate

blessings with practising hospitality by caring for the poor, as is the case in the following

story.

   They say that the Prophet Elijah, of blessed memory, has a magic box that he takes

wherever he goes. Whenever he visits a poor man’s house, he leaves the box behind

there. If the man behaves well, the box remains with him, but if he doesn’t, Elijah takes

it back. 

   Once Elijah came to a city and dropped in at a poor man’s house. “My good man,” he

said to him, “take this box and let it support you. But be sure you also use its money to

found  synagogues  and  schools  for  Torah  and  soup  kitchens  for  the  poor,  because

otherwise I’ll take it away from you.”
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   The poor man cried for joy and kissed the Prophet Elijah. Whenever the man asked

the magic box for money, it gave him all he wanted, and paying heed to the prophet’s

words, he founded synagogues, Torah schools, and soup kitchens too. 

   Eventually, however, the man became extremely wealthy, and as often happens with

rich men, he forgot all about his origins. All he thought of was his business, and the

synagogues and soup kitchens became a thing of the past. 

   One day the Prophet Elijah remembered his magic box and decided to visit its owner.

And so, dressed in old rags and wearing a pair of torn shoes, he came and knocked on

the man’s door. 

   “What do you want?” the rich man’s wife shouted at him. 

   “I’ve come a long way,” said Elijah, “and I’m tired and hungry. Please let me rest here a

bit and give me something to eat.”

   “This isn’t a poorhouse!” scolded the woman. “We’ve had enough of foolishly giving

away our money. You’d better make yourself scarce before my husband comes home!”

   So Elijah went to the rich man’s store and said to him, “I’ve come to ask for my magic

box back.”

  “But why?” asked the man.

   “Because now that you’re rich, you no longer remember the poor,” answered Elijah.

   So he took the box and walked along with it until he met another poor man. “My

good fellow,” he said to him, “take this box and use it to support your family. Just make

sure to found synagogues, Torah schools, and soup kitchens for the poor with it too.”

   The poor man wept for joy, thanked the Prophet Elijah, and kissed his hand. The box

never ran out of money, and apart from what he needed for himself, he used it to build

synagogues, Torah schools, and soup kitchens. Beggars came from miles around to eat

in his house, and none was turned away hungry. 
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   One day Elijah decided to visit this man and see if he was sticking to his end of the

bargain, because there’s no counting on a rich man’s good intentions. And so he put his

old rags on again and knocked on the door. Out came the woman of the house, who

greeted him with a smile, rolled out the welcome mat, and gave him all the warm water

to wash with and hot food to eat that he desired. Moreover, all the while that he was

eating, she waited upon him as if he were an honoured guest.

   When Elijah had eaten his fill and could not finish what was left on his plate, he said

to her, “Now please go call your husband.” And when the man came, the prophet told

him, “I’m pleased with you! The magic box will be yours for as long as you live.”1  

   As you may have noticed there are certain similar parallels in this story as our Genesis

passage.  For  example,  both  stories  teach  the  importance,  the  holiness  of  offering

hospitality  to  strangers.  In  both  stories,  a  friendly  welcome,  water  and  food  are

provided to the strangers. Those who practise hospitality in both of these stories are

blessed. 

   Turning now to our Genesis story, notice first of all that we’re told the LORD appeared

to Abraham in verse one—yet, in verse two, notice that Abraham saw three men. Some

interpret  this  to refer  to the Triune God,  while  other scholars  suggest  all  three are

angels in human form, yet other scholars suggest that two of them are angels and the

one who speaks to Abraham is the LORD God in human form. 

   Notice too in verse one that we are told where this encounter with the divine takes

place  “by  the  oaks—others  translate  instead  of  oaks  “terebinths”--of  Mamre.”  The

Hebrew word is ‘elon, and if it does refer to the terebinth (Pistacia palaestina), it is a

shrub-like tree with red foliage and berries.  Recall for a moment the significance of this

place, which among other things was the place where Abraham built an altar to the

1 Jewish Folktales Selected and Retold by Pinhas Sadeh, Translated from the Hebrew by Hillel Halkin, (New York, 
Toronto, et al: An Anchor Book, published by Doubleday, 1989), pp. 126-127. 
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LORD after the covenant was renewed (Genesis 13:18). Mamre is usually identified with

modern Ramet el-Khalil, just north of Hebron. There is a tradition, cited by Josephus,

that the terebinth at Mamre is as old as the world itself, and another tradition that this

place, where Abraham was circumcised, is the spot upon which the altar in the Temple

of the LORD would eventually stand. What unfolds under and around the terebinths of

Mamre unfolds in  a holy  place.2 In  the nearby cave of  Machpelah,  which Abraham

purchased, the patriarchs and matriarchs were buried. 

   So, in this holy place, the Holy One visits Abraham and Sarah, and they and their

servant  offer  holy  hospitality.  Notice  how  the  hospitality  is  described  in  the  story.

Abraham ran to meet the three men when he saw them, and upon reaching them,

Abraham perhaps realizing that this was a divine visit, bowed down to the ground in

humility, respect and reverence. 

   After that there is much action. Water is given to them to wash their feet, as they rest

under  a  tree  in  the  shade  on a  hot  day.  They  are  offered  something  to  eat.  Then

Abraham, Sarah and their servant go to work preparing a meal for the strangers. The

strangers then eat and ask Abraham about Sarah. The LORD then blessed Abraham and

Sarah by telling them that an unbelievable event was going to happen in about a year’s

time. The LORD said: “I will surely return to you in due season and your wife shall have

a son.” 

   So, the holy hospitality of Abraham, Sarah and their servant was blessed with the promise of the

impossible  becoming possible,  the unbelievable  becoming believable—even though Abraham and

Sarah were way past the age when people no longer are able to have children, God would bless them

with a son. 

   The story is an inspiration to us and instructs us to offer hospitality to strangers. May you practice

holy hospitality to strangers. In so doing, may the LORD richly bless you!  

2 Samuel Giere, “Commentary on Genesis 18:1-10a,” at: <https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-
common-lectionary/ordinary-16-3/commentary-on-genesis-181-10a-2>.
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