Rosh Hashanah Sermon  – 5769 – Hachnasat Orchim
Abraham was fanatical about the mitzvah of welcoming guests. To give you a sense of this, consider Job, from the Book of Job, who was known as a model of hospitality in his time. So that he could better welcome guests, he had doors installed at his home facing each cardinal direction, at the north, the south, the east, and the west. So that if someone came from the north looking for shelter, that person wouldn’t have to trouble himself to walk around to the other side of the house. When Job’s life fell apart, he asked God: didn’t I feed the hungry and clothe the naked? God responded that yes, Job had done these things. But Job had not achieved the level of being a host that Abraham had. Abraham, now that was a host! Abraham wouldn’t wait in his home for guests to come visit, but would go out and comb the desert looking for them and bring them home. He even built homes on the sides of highways and stocked them with food so that wayfarers would have places to stay, and food to eat, and thus an opportunity to bless God. If they don’t have food, or shelter, how could they bless God? Apparently Abraham took this praising God part seriously. If someone ate his fill and didn’t say grace, Abraham would make him pay for the meal – unless the wayfarer gave in and decided to say grace once he found out what the options were. Abraham would say, “Who do you think it is who is giving you meat, wine, and bread in the wilderness?” 

In contrast to Abraham, we read in the midrash that Sodom was destroyed because of the sin of lack of hospitality. In Sodom the bounty of the land was boundless. Bread came out of the earth in abundance, every stone was a sapphire, there were no birds of prey, every path in the land had the shade of seven trees sheltering it – vine, fig, walnut, pomegranate, almond, apple, and peach. When you picked vegetables and shook the soil off the root, you could see gold flakes in the dirt. The people of Sodom said, it’s clear God has blessed us – what need do we have to share any of this with wayfarers, who only come needing things, subtracting from what is ours? And so Sodom was destroyed – in fact, it becomes a paradigm for evil in the biblical imagination. 

We call this fundamental mitzvah in Judaism - hachnasat orchim, the welcoming of guests. Abraham and the people of Sodom model this for good and for bad. Now, that was a nomadic world very different than ours. The code of hospitality was the code of the land. In a nomadic society, it is easier to understand the necessity of hospitality – everyone is a stranger and there needs to be a larger ethic of welcoming guests. But what do we do in our sedentary society, where we understand what is ours as being inviolable, impermeable, where fear dictates so much and we are so concerned with losing what we have. What does welcoming of guests look like today – in a realistic sense? How does this relate to Rosh Hashanah?

My own experience hitchhiking in my teens and twenties has informed my ethic of welcoming guests more than anything gleaned in my years in yeshiva and seminary. Hitchhiking has been for me, among other things, a spiritual practice in learning about how to welcome and be welcomed. 

I want to share three rides that I think exhibit this well. Between all these rides are many experiences of not being welcomed that are also instructive – being stuck in Toledo for days waiting for a ride, sleeping on the side of the road when I couldn’t find those palaces of Abraham’s, not getting picked up, getting picked up by less than savory characters, etc. 

One ride that I experienced early in my hitching career wasn’t that dramatic a story, but it stayed with me. A man picked me up not so far from here actually – in Northampton, Mass. And he said he could give me a ride wherever it was that I was going, but did I mind stopping first with him to pick up his brother from prison? I said I guess that was all right. We pulled up to the gates, and I watched – without knowing any of the back story – as he and his brother embraced and cried outside the county prison, reunited after God knows how long. And then they both climbed back in the car and we drove on. It taught me that whenever possible, I shouldn’t be in a hurry when I hitchhike, and I should always try to go on other people’s journeys with them. When they let me witness that moment, I felt like they were being deeply hospitable to me.

Another time I was picked up hitching during an ice storm in Texas by a man named Joe who was the Native American rodeo champion in the over-50 bracket in Dallas. He had raised six kids in the greater Dallas area, all rodeo stalwarts. Now he was an older man who trucked a route between the southwest and Louisiana. He was a professor of the desert. He drove me westward through a landscape that could have looked similar to Abraham’s surroundings long ago. As we drove, he spoke about the difference between the city and the country.

“In the city,” Joe said, “people don’t really stop to look at one another. Now here - there aren’t many folks in this part of the country, but all of them will look at you like they’re looking right into your soul – and when this happens, you can’t do anything about it because you’ve just been seen. In the city, people live in little boxes right next to each other, all cooped up and worried that the next one over’s gonna take what he’s got, cause they’re so close to each other, cause man is just like any other animal in close quarters with others who he doesn’t know; he’s scared.” Joe paused. “But in the country people have enough space in between them that they’re not afraid to touch each other.” Then he reached over and grabbed my leg firmly, staring right at me till I asked him to look at the road again. “But that’s the difference between city and country,” he said, and we drove on. When we each have enough space, when we’re safe and not threatened, then we’re not afraid to connect with one another authentically.

The third story is a non-ride. In the process of working on this talk, I was discussing it with Vanessa as we drove up to Burlington the other day. As I was going on about the wonders of hitchhiking, we passed a man who was hitchhiking. In that split second of decision-making, I didn’t stop. I immediately felt like a hypocrite. Then we began to wonder why it was we didn’t stop. Neither of us had felt, in that split second, that it was safe. The man hitching wasn’t wearing a shirt, he was walking so we couldn’t see his face, and he wore sunglasses. In contrast, when I hitched, I was a devotee to the craft: you had to wear bright colors, look everyone in the eye – not in a challenging way, but in an open way. My main rule of thumb, as it were, was that if I wasn’t getting picked up it was my own fault. 

So I didn’t like this guy’s approach to craft. But it helped put into focus for me, what this mitzvah of hachnasat orchim looks like today. What are we really talking about here? After all, (especially to the teenagers and women among us), I’m definitely not recommending hitchhiking, or picking up hitchhikers, for that matter. Hospitality looks different now: we can’t open our homes to everyone we meet. We can’t reach out to others if the price is our own exhaustion and sacrificing our own sense of what makes us feel safe in the world. There’s a reason the torah tells us over and over to welcome the stranger – because it is not at all intuitive, because it’s such hard work to discern when it’s safe and appropriate, because we don’t know how or when to trust. The biblical value of hachnasat orchim is totally out of step with our modern notions of safety and self-preservation!

But there is, I think, an essential linkage between hospitality and trust; an essential linkage between learning to be hospitable and learning to feel at home in the world. 

How do we learn to feel at home in the world? How do we know how to trust in appropriate ways? Norman Fischer teaches that we need a trust grounded in experience. We can’t just choose to trust – we need to return to experiences in our life that are grounds for trust, that remind us that we are not alone, that we are part of something collective. Our language over the High Holy days is collective, plural. We are reminded forcefully, time and again, that there is no individual salvation in this tradition, that this is a tradition that is centered around collective redemption. When we practice hospitality, we remember that your journey is my journey. It doesn’t matter who gets there first – we can’t start till everyone is there! We’re reminded of this interdependence when we are guests and when we welcome guests. 

The folksinger, Greg Brown, says, in order for community to work, you have to legitimately need each other. He talks about being in the UP in Michigan and saying, you know, if you see a car stuck on the side of the road in the winter, you better stop. You need them to stop for you. In this spirit, we can almost begin to see that we have a need to trust and be trusted by others. When we welcome guests, we trust and we are trusted. When we’re welcomed, we are trusted and we trust. Something happens when we trust, a certain growth becomes possible. 

Find that place inside you, in your bank of memory where you were vulnerable and someone welcomed you in an authentic, safe, loving way. Bring that memory into your body, into what is driving your prayers on this Rosh Hashanah. Take that trust and trust in what we can be as a country again, trust in what we can be as a people, trust in what we can be as a planet.

How can we welcome guests today, how can we practice this mitzvah? One way is to invite people you already know into your heart. You don’t have to go find a literal stranger. That’s what hitchhiking teaches, I think, most directly. Risk reaching out to those persons most close to you. Wendell Berry puts it another way – he says, “every day do something that does not compute. Love God. Love the world…love someone who does not deserve it.” In the spirit of the season, risk reaching out to someone to ask for forgiveness, or to forgive. 

And finally, one last way to look at this mitzvah is to see the guest who you are welcoming as yourself: the guest who feels like a stranger to you sometimes, the guest who you resist and resist and bully and scapegoat and rescue. This is the deepest secret of hachnasat orchim. Ultimately all this work is to learn how to welcome ourselves.

Welcome the guest that is yourself – the hardest one of all to really welcome, without reservation. Pick yourself up hitchhiking.

I want to conclude with the Derek Walcott poem, Love after Love

The time will come

when, with elation,

you will greet yourself arriving

at your own door, in your own mirror,

and each will smile at the other’s welcome

and say, sit here. Eat.

You will love again the stranger who was yourself.

Give wine. Give bread. Give back your heart

to itself, to the stranger who has loved you

all your life, whom you ignored

for another, who knows you by heart.

Take down the love letters from the bookshelf,

the photographs, the desperate notes,

peel your own image from the mirror.

Sit. Feast on your life.

