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Hospitality as a Fundamental Christian Virtue 

During his time experiencing the Civil War firsthand, Walt Whitman once wrote a poem 

with this passage: 

Then on the earth partially reclining sat by your side 
leaning  my chin in my hands, 
Passing sweet hours, immortal and mystic hours 
with you dearest comrade--not a tear, not a word… 
Vigil final for you brave boy, 
I could not save you, swift was your death, 
I faithfully loved you and cared for your living, 
I think we shall surely meet again1 

This passage speaks to the virtue of hospitality, chiefly as expressed as trying to know who the 

other is and trying to be responsive to the needs of the other. The protagonist in Whitman’s poem 

bemoans that he did not have enough time with this wounded soldier before the soldier’s death, 

yet he uses the little time he does have to be with him, tend to his wounds, hold him, sooth him, 

and think of him as a brother before he passes. The protagonist demonstrates through both act 

and intent his desire to understand who the other is and respond to his needs. This exhibits a deep 

respect for the other not merely present because of anything the other can do to reciprocate but 

simply because he is another human being. The virtue of hospitality as an expression of love 

comes through most clearly in this care and respect for the other simply because the other exists, 

that this is reason enough to be deserving of love. 

Virtue of Hospitality 

If hospitality is to be considered a central Christian virtue, it needs to be able to meet 

several criteria. First, it should describe the Christian life in some way. This means that the 

practices that make up hospitality and the intent behind those practices should be seen as 

                                                
1 Whitman, 1993, p. 176 
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expressing Christianity. In addition, hospitality should be able to be expressed (or a clear link be 

demonstrated) through the practices of Baptism, Eucharist, and Ministry. Finally, hospitality 

needs to be an expression of love, both from humans to one another and to God. In these ways, 

hospitality is shown to be a true Christian virtue. 

In order to understand hospitality as a Christian virtue it is important to understand 

Christian life as being fundamentally about relationships. Christianity as a way of life is “lived in 

our relationship to the world about us: to those near at hand, neighbors, with whom we share our 

daily life, and to those who are ‘other’ than ourselves, strangers.”2 These relationships extend 

beyond even just humanity to God, and any act of genuine hospitality to one another is not just 

an expression of love for one another but also love of God. 

Humanity’s interrelatedness is inescapable. The choices people make are going to affect 

the lives of those around them, which will, in turn, affect the lives of the people related to them 

and on throughout humanity. To say that the best response to this interrelatedness is love seems 

straightforward, but just how is this love expressed? Is there a common thread to all forms of 

love as expressed in this interrelatedness? Any common thread in this regard is what makes 

hospitality a virtue offered to all people. 

In hospitality there is a recognition of the other for who they are. It is a turning outward 

of one’s intention and focus from the self to the other—valuing, seeing, and coming to 

understand the other for who they are (not who one wants them to be). In hospitality, this turning 

outward of one’s focus and recognizing the other is extended to all people because people are not 

being judged worthy of hospitality based on someone’s inwardly-focused value of them. 

 

                                                
2 Sedgwick, 2008, p. xi 
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Parts of the Hebrew Bible in particular focus on the importance of hospitality toward the 

stranger, emphasizing that they are no less worthy of love than the neighbor. The ancient world 

was a land where being a stranger in need could easily be a life-threatening situation if one could 

not rely upon strangers for basic needs of food and shelter. “Widows, orphans, the poor, or 

sojourners from other lands from other lands lacked the familial or community status that 

provided a landed inheritance, the means of making a living, and protection...the practice of 

hospitality meant graciously receiving the alienated person.”3 This understanding that even 

strangers with whom one has no vested interest should be treated with respect was adopted into 

the Law. Leviticus 24:22 asserts that strangers are the same as neighbors in the eyes of God. 

Hospitality is not something that is extended to someone because of how one personally values 

them but that all people are deserving of the same treatment through recognizing that they are 

human beings. 

Intent of Hospitality 

The Christian idea of hospitality developed over time.4 Ancient clans or tribes cared for 

each other because they held values in common, namely their heritage and culture. The next step 

forward for hospitality was then recognizing an even wider commonality between people. As 

Christians, the most important commonality that should be upheld is that all human beings are 

creations of God. In this regard, all people should be recognized and love should be extended 

regardless of ethnicity, belief systems, status, familial relationship, or any of the other ways in 

which people have drawn definitions that divide them. This is not to say that all people are the 

same, because there are stark differences between people; rather, it is to say that all people are 

the same in the only way that matters: they are all human beings and all God’s creations. In this 
                                                
3 Duke, 1996, para. 2. 
4 Meeks, 1993. 
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commonality, the intention is to recognize the other, not even despite who they are but because 

of who they are. 

Hospitality leads to moral action, even in the midst of an often immoral world, and makes 

it more moral. This is an image that Christians can readily find in Christ, both in coming into the 

world as a stranger to whom hospitality was not extended and as the host “who receives an 

alienated world.”5 The reason that Whitman’s protagonist exhibits hospitality is chiefly because 

of the intent behind his actions. The protagonist recognizes in the wounded soldier a fellow 

human being and therefore someone worth being hospitable toward. Whether or not the soldier is 

related to him, a Confederate or a Union soldier, or even if he can be successfully saved from 

death are of no consequence to the protagonist. 

Acts of Hospitality 

The acts themselves that constitute hospitality, therefore, concern providing for 

someone’s needs in some way. The examples that are the easiest to reach for are those of a host 

being hospitable to a guest: giving guests food if they are hungry, clothes if they are cold, shelter 

if they are exposed, protection if they are in danger, etc. What these actions have in common is 

the host demonstrating the ability to recognize the needs of the other, regardless of if they are the 

same needs as the host, and taking steps to satisfy those needs. They are physical manifestations 

of loving the one with whom you are in relationship. A person is indeed hospitable if he or she 

cares for family or friends in this way but is seen as even more hospitable if they extend these 

actions to strangers. 

Hospitality can be thought of as any action that recognizes and attempts to satisfy the 

needs of the other. The often contentious Biblical story of Sodom and Gomorrah found in 

                                                
5 Duke, 1996, para. 10. 
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Genesis 19 is a prime example of this. The story in Genesis 19 is not about how the lives of the 

strangers are more important than the lives of Lot’s daughters. Rather it is a story about how 

their lives are just as important. This story is a condemnation of Sodom and Gomorrah because 

of their wonton inhospitality to people just because they are strangers. The story does not uphold 

the devaluing of family but instead upholds the valuing of everyone as human beings (note that 

God does not allow the daughters to be sent out, because the point is Lot’s willingness to go to 

such great lengths to care for his guests). It is a stark challenge leveled against us all to look at 

whom we deem worthy of our love. 

The protagonist in Whitman’s poem provides another example of hospitality outside of 

what is normally seen as hospitality. The protagonist recognizes there is nothing he can do to 

save the soldier from dying—there is a need for which he cannot provide. He sits with the soldier 

anyway, soothes him, and reassures the soldier that he sees him. The protagonist does what he 

can to help the soldier know that his needs are known and he is loved. The soldier’s humanity 

remains intact. The success of the virtue of hospitality is not about successfully meeting the 

needs but rather about loving someone enough to recognize them. 

Sacraments of Hospitality 

Any expression of Christian virtue needs to be able to be expressed through the Christian 

practices of Baptism, Eucharist, and Ministry, and hospitality is indeed expressed in these 

practices. The World Council of Churches expresses that Christians as a group at large are in 

some disagreement over how to define the terms Baptism, Eucharist, and Ministry, but there is 

enough held in common to able to discuss hospitality’s function within them.6 In Baptism, 

Christians are united with Christ and his people, participating with Christ in his death and 

                                                
6 World Council of Churches, 1982. 
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resurrection, and fully identifying with Christ and other baptized Christians. Baptism, in this 

way, is about relationship as well. God recognizes humanity, recognizes a need within them for 

connection, healing, and empowerment with the Holy Spirit, and God satisfies that need—this is 

an act of God’s hospitality toward humanity and hospitality in which we share with one another 

when we baptize one another. In being baptized a person is marked as being God’s creation and 

an object worthy of God’s enduring love. Likewise, in exhibiting hospitality to another, one is 

marking the other as worthy of enduring love. 

In Eucharist, God’s hospitality is being displayed in the many gifts that God bestows 

upon us to satisfy our needs. By the very nature of communion one is speaking of relationship. In 

practicing hospitality—whether one is recognizing the hunger or some other need and attempting 

to satisfy it—one is being brought into closer union with the other. The Eucharist is not merely 

offered to one person and then ceases to exist, but rather continues to be passed on to others, 

welcoming others into the community’s fold. 

Hospitality, like the Eucharist, requires some degree of sacrifice on one’s part as well. 

Every time one is hospitable to another, one is sacrificing at least time, effort, and the potential to 

be serving one’s own needs. Sometimes hospitality is being willing to reassure a dying person of 

his worth, sometimes it is being willing to give up one’s own safety to protect another, but every 

time it is being willing to accept that relationship requires sacrifice. Hospitality is a celebration 

of one’s ability to see and respond to the needs of the other, just as Eucharist is a celebration 

within a sacrifice. We have the ability to be hospitable because hospitality was offered to us by 

God and by other human beings first. 

Ministry is the action of participating in God’s mission in the world. The world suffers 

from brokenness and we exist in interrelated lives with each other and with God within this 
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brokenness.7 It is here in the brokenness that we most direly have need and most clearly have the 

opportunity to see and respond to the other. There is no clearer message that encapsulates God’s 

desire for the humanity than the summary of all the law and the prophets: Love God and love one 

another.8 One way we accomplish this love of one another (and by extension, God) is through 

hospitality toward one another. Humankind has “diverse and complementary gifts” with which 

we are called by God to see people in their need—physical, emotional, mental, or spiritual—and 

tend to them in the best way we can.9 Our ministry in that regard is about being hospitable to one 

another. 

Love of Hospitality 

Finally, hospitality is about expressing love, both for one another and for God. As much 

as hospitality is about observation and responsiveness, vulnerability and sacrifice, a willingness 

to embrace and trust the other, it is about expressing love. This love is a response to God. As 

human beings we are intimately interconnected with one another. We can choose to respond to 

these relationships with our fellow created beings and our creator in any way we choose, yet 

responding in love is the way that is most fulfilling because it draws us closer in our 

relationships. “Ultimately the pure giftedness of any love is identical to God’s love for us in 

Jesus Christ.”10 

God’s gift of love to us “elicits Christians to love God and neighbor in the self-sacrificial 

manner that God first loved us in Jesus Christ.”11 We can only give because we have first 

received. We can only be hospitable because we were shown hospitality first. When we respond 

                                                
7 World Council of Churches, 1982. 
8 Matthew 22:36-40, Mark 12:30-31, Luke 10:27, 1 John 2:7-8, and others. 
9 World Council of Churches, 1982, p. 17. 
10 Tracy, 1994, p. 96. 
11 Tracy, 1994, p. 94. 
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to the world with hospitality as love the world is transformed. Rather than demeaning love as a 

form of transactionalism where one chooses where to spend it and where not to spend it, God has 

given us an unlimited source of love—and the more love we spend the more love we generate. 

Our love of the other also overcomes our love of self to the extent that we are willing to 

prioritize their needs over our own. Responding with hospitality is prosperous, because, when 

one has the ability and willingness to be hospitable because of God’s love, all relationships with 

one another and with God are drawn closer together. 

Conclusion 

Any account of a Christian virtue needs to describe how it contributes to directing 

humanity toward “the telos of human existence.”12 Our intimate interrelatedness with one 

another and with God calls for us response to our relationships with love, because it is only in 

responding with love that one grows deeper in these relationships. Hospitality then is a 

fundamental Christian virtue because it speaks to the recognition of the other, responsiveness to 

the needs of the other, and a turning outward of love of the other as participation in God’s love. 

Hospitality as a virtue helps us to make sense of this interrelatedness so that we can engage in 

intentional actions in ways that upbuild the goods of Christian love.13 Although hospitality is not 

the sole expression of love, no system of Christian virtues can leave out hospitality as an 

essential piece of Christians practicing their faith. 

 

 

 

 
                                                
12 Hauerwas, 1986, p. 648. 
13 Sedgwick, 2008, p. 158. 
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