
                                   REFLECTION, “FREEDOM TO LOVE AND SERVE” 

Text: Galatians 5: 1, 13-18, preached at Bridgewater United, June 30-12, by Rev Eleanor Scarlett. 

In the reading from the book of Galatians Paul reminds us that we are called to a life of freedom. He went on to 
say that we ought not use our freedom in destructive ways. What Paul is saying to us is plain and simple we are 
called to love and to serve one another. This calling is summed up in a single commandment. “You shall love 
your neighbour as yourself.” 

In three simple verses Paul defines the role of church for all time. When you look at these verses you can easily 
find the role of the church along with its members as individuals. You will also notice there are no roles for 
“spectator” or “commentator,” everyone has a role, everyone is a participant. More than anything he has left 
us the essential role of church that which is rooted in ‘receiving and welcoming.’ 

Is it possible for us to accurately measure the effectiveness of the followers of Christ, a church or a nation? I 
believe we can by how it welcomes the strangers amongst them. The core of the gospel mandate is based on 
how we receive and welcome the stranger. Since we are defined by our hospitality, we should spend more time 
examining the history and tradition of this concept. How do we truly “receive the stranger?” There are many 
churches that boast how welcoming they are, yet when you enter it’s a different story. 

The Hebrew’s concept of receiving a stranger or hospitality to the alien (immigrant) was one of their greatest 
moral obligations. Welcoming the stranger was at the root of their history as a people. It started with Abraham’s 
sojourn to find a home for his people and concluded in him seeking a place to bury his wife, Sarah: (Where you 
are buried there I will also be buried also). It becomes home. 

Hospitality to the immigrant lies at the very heart of the Hebrew (Jewish, Muslim and Christian) identity. Our 
hospitality to others reflects upon the God who brought us out of slavery and gave us instead a heritage of faith 
and—hope. To receive the stranger is to show gratitude to God. 

During my final year at theological college I worked at Rosdale United as their children and youth minister for 
the first time the youth group participated in an “Out of the Cold” and what an experience that was for them. I 
was also youth leader at my home church St. Matthew’s this group had participated in this program before. 
Both groups made half the meal at their particular church which was then transported it to the site.   

The two groups set the tables, greeted the participants and directed them to a seat; they them served and at 
the end of serving their tables sat down to their supper at the table they had served. It was during this time that 
they learnt why people would seek out meals from the Out of the Cold and other such programs.  They quickly 
learned that most people are the working poor and were one pay check away from homelessness. Others 
learned that mental illness was a major factor in people’s inability to live more productive lives. The greatest 
lessons these young people learnt from their participation in this program was in their understanding of God’s 
calling to a ministry of freedom to love and serve; a ministry of hospitality.    

Who are the strangers amongst us? Who are those God is calling us to welcome on the eve of Canada Day? 
Other than the original peoples, we are all strangers on this land. Some forget that their ancestors came from 
some place else and were welcomed by the original peoples. “Whoever welcomes the stranger welcomes me, 
and whoever gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones, will be blessed.” 

Sometimes in life we are thrown curve balls; it is however, how we receive them, that define who we truly are 
meant to be. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we were truly open to become welcoming and receiving communities?” 



In the text Paul reminds us that the only thing Christ ask of us, is to “Love our neighbour as we love ourselves.”  
If we are to find the strength as God’s people (church) or strength in our own personal walk with Jesus, we must 
re-encounter this ancient concept of freedom to love and serve one another. “Welcoming” and “receiving” the 
stranger, the homeless, the sick, the imprisoned—the “least from amongst us.” When was the last time we 
thought about those who are imprisoned, have we ever wondered who they are, what could have caused them 
to be there? Do we pray for them? 

Canada as we know it today is one of the most Multicultural societies in the world, yet the ancient question is 
asked, how do we welcome the stranger amongst us? It is biblical, it is right to offer hospitality to the stranger 
amongst us. Sometimes strangers have difficulties finding their way and especially fitting in. We as churches 
tend to believe we are welcoming but we often fall short on this. 

I can still remember as a new immigrant to this country how difficult it was to find a welcoming church 
community. It was the most difficult part of my adjustment; I was very disappointed and could not believe what 
was happening. Here I was with gifts to offer and no one would receive me or my gifts. Can you believe that 
your minister was turned away on many occasions from renting an apartment because of the colour of my skin. 
Would you believe me if I told you that one day while sitting in my office working away at a church in Toronto, 
a renter to the building knocked on the door and asked me to come wipe up some spillage from the floor. The 
only thing this man saw was the colour of my skin and that dictated my role in life. This is my reality of how we 
welcome the stranger, especially those who look different from us.      

Did you know that Jesus was an immigrant child whose parents fled political and religious oppression in order 
to save him from death? When Mary fled Nazareth and went “with haste” to visit her cousin Elizabeth in the hill 
Judean country, she was fleeing a cultural and religious oppression. This was also the case when she left for 
Bethlehem with Joseph. If the religious leaders had known she was pregnant she would have been stoned to 
death.  

When the Holy Family fled from Bethlehem for Egypt, they were facing political oppression from King Herod. Is 
it no wonder that, receiving, welcoming and caring for the stranger became essential themes for Jesus in 
defining the ministry for the church? 

Do we welcome the strangers of our communities? Do we recognize them? How about the ones who speak out 
against systems that oppresses and undermines the dignity of people? Or worse yet, are we offended by them? 
Are we with them or with the “wicked of the market place?” We live in a time that is radically changing a time 
when the gap between the rich and the poor could not be any wider; a time when 2% of the world’s population 
dictates how the rest of the world should live. This is a very frightening reality especially for us as we embrace 
Christ’s vision of the church.  

Have we taken the time to get to know the strangers? Friends as we move into our Canada day celebrations I 
pray that we will take the time to get a better understanding of what Paul meant when he challenged the 
community then and us today into recognising the importance of what is meant to live in freedom and to love 
as we serve everyone including the welcoming, and receiving of the strangers, the homeless, the sick, the 
imprisoned and the least amongst us.”  

Christ calling on our lives is to embrace the freedom to love and serve. In African Countries whenever a stranger 
enters a home they are offered water to wash their hands and feet. This is a sign of welcoming the strangers. It 
is the greatest sign of welcoming one can ever receive especially from places where water is currency of scarcity.  
How we welcome the stranger is a reflection of how we carry out Christ’s mission and ministry within our world.  
To God be honour and glory world without end. Amen. 


