Stewardship of Spaces: Providing Hospitality in Our Homes and Church Buildings

A couple months ago one of our church members broke her leg badly and couldn’t get up the steps to her house after she was released from the hospital.  Two other church members, Jim and Jeanne Teisher, opened their home to this woman and her husband, making accessible space available to them.  The Teishers and other church friends helped care for our injured sister in Christ while she was healing.
To me, this is a most inspiring example of Christian hospitality – so inspiring that my husband and I have been talking seriously about opening our home in a similar way.  Our house has only half the regular occupants that it had when we first moved into it almost nine years ago, so we’ve got extra space now (assuming, of course, that we continue our spring cleaning and clear the clutter). We’ve added the Teishers to our long list of church-friend heros because they saw a need and offered what they had to meet it.  They’ve helped us aspire to a new level of stewardship: providing long-term hospitality in our home.
Ecumenical Ministries of Oregon has a program called “Shared Housing” that can help people embark on this sort of adventure:
Shared Housing is a matching and referral service bringing together those who need affordable housing with people who have homes and want help with rent, household chores or personal care. This exchange is beneficial to both the person seeking housing and the one offering it.  Many elderly, disabled and low-to-moderate income homeowners and renters have found that rent and/or services provided through homesharing have been an important factor in enabling them to remain in their homes. Home seekers have found affordable housing at low rent or in exchange for work. (EMO’s Shared Housing website)
I remember hearing an old Presbyterian minister talk about how he and his wife did this after they raised their children.  The benefits he described went beyond getting a little rent for the space and help with the chores… they included taking pleasure in lively conversation at the dinner table, and having the chance in their own house to live a quiet witness of faith, hope and love.  

There are many examples of hospitality in the Bible, perhaps the first being Abraham’s enthusiastic welcome of three strangers who turned out to be angels in disguise (Gen. 18).  Have you ever had that experience?  I think I have – recently!  Sometimes God seems to send people who have important messages for us to our spare rooms.  When it comes to taking in exchange students, temporary foster kids, or overnight guests who happen to need a place to stay in Portland, I have experienced the truth of this scripture passage: “It is in giving that we receive.”  Think of the blessings Martha, Mary and Lazarus received when they opened their home and their hearts to Jesus!
But there are a few downsides to this kind of stewardship.  Part of me resists giving up the level of privacy and security I feel when we just have immediate family members at home.  Part of me balks at giving up the convenient storage space I now have for all my stuff (most of which I probably don’t need).  Part of me worries that we might take in somebody who is hard to get along with.  It’s easier and less risky to keep things as they are.  But I have to ask myself, are we being good stewards of this big old house?  What would God have us do with it?
There’s a parallel here to our church buildings.  Like our own homes, our places of worship are dear to us and we want to protect them since they are literally our sanctuary.  That makes it hard for most of us to open them up to outsiders… what if they vandalize the place?  What if they steal from us?  What if they run up the utility bills and leave a mess?  These are fears of dedicated church members when we discuss letting outside groups use our buildings.
One of the things I love about my home church of 23 years – First UMC, Portland – is that we haven’t let such fears lock out our community.  According to our church administrator, Christine Bostick, 31% of the people who came through our building in 2007 were not (yet) members of our church.  I put yet in parentheses because I think letting almost 28,000 non-members use our facilities last year has been an important outreach and a gentle form of evangelism.  Someone might come for a meeting, see some of our bulletin boards and realize that our church offers him or her something of value.  Besides, it’s good stewardship of the space.  How wasteful it would be to lock up all those rooms except for a few hours on Sundays!  Instead, our building is open and staffed by at least one custodian most days from 8:00 AM till 10:00 PM.  It has housed Youngset Preschool on weekday mornings for as long as I can remember; it’s housed the Goose Hollow Family Shelter for homeless families during the coldest months for the past twelve years; it’s the home of the Columbia Symphony Orchestra which rehearses and performs in our sanctuary; it provides space for a branch of the Samaritan Counseling Center; it supplies meeting space for dozens of groups.  Most of these guests pay a building usage fee, and this makes it possible for us to pay for custodians to keep the building open and ready for whomever needs it – including members of our own congregation who don’t have to worry that our church will be locked up when we want to have a meeting.  Last year we took in about $50,000 in usage fees.  This income stream helps us balance our church budget so we can provide a variety of ministries.
Many congregations in our conference are struggling financially, but our buildings can be a great asset to us.  Like our homes, most of our church properties have appreciated monetarily over time.  If we’re having trouble collecting the funds to maintain, staff and heat them, perhaps it’s time to look for creative ways to use them for good.  To whom could you rent some space?  What groups in your community need hospitality?  Is it time to consider “shared housing” with another congregation?  Imagine this: members of two nearby churches agree to share one building and sell the other so that they can put more money toward vital ministry rather than mounting utility and maintenance bills.  Sound scary?  Sort of like sharing your home with someone new?  I wonder what blessings God has in store for us if we take the risk of extending such hospitality.

Blessings,

Anne Kayser

Chair of the Conference Ministry Team on Stewardship

Resources

If you are interested in EMO’s “Shared Housing” Program, contact program director Barbara Stone: housing@emoregon.org or 503-225-9924.


If you are interested in finding out how to provide hospitality in your church building to outside groups, contact Christine Bostick, church administrator of Portland’s 1st UMC: 503-228-3195.


If you think there would be benefits to combining your congregation with another, talk to your district superintendant about the possibilities.
