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Rev. Cindy Worthington-Berry 
UCC Boxborough 
September 17, 2017 
Get Out of the Tent 
 
Let us pray… 
 
You know how some coffee shops write your name on your coffee cup?  Well my venti 
iced coffee reads:  High Maintenance.  On Friday mornings, I write my sermons at the 
Barnes and Noble near my house.  The café looks out on the parking lot, and my coffee 
is often ready before I even enter the store.  I used to apologize for what I considered to 
be the lengthy request of “extra ice, extra room”, which apparently is nothing compared 
to other orders, so the cashier teased me and called me “High Maintenance”, which 
caught on...  And I love it.  I love that the staff not only knows my real name, but gave 
me a nickname.  It feels like they are looking for me on Fridays, ready and even eager 
for my arrival.  When I can barely string three caffeine-starved words together, they 
hand me exactly what I need.  I feel seen, cared for and appreciated.  I feel welcomed. 
 
You can see why a bunch of articles have been written about how churches have a lot 
to learn from coffee shops.  And neighborhood bars:  there’s a good reason our choir 
has been known to sing the “Cheers” theme song as an introit.  Because, you know, 
making your way in the world today takes everything you’ve got.  And taking a break 
from all your worries sure would help a lot.  Sometimes you want to go where everybody 
knows your name.  And they’re awfully glad you came...  We hunger for that feeling of 
having a place – your stool at the bar, your table at the café; of feeling truly at home – in 
the best, healthiest sense of the word; of balancing the comfortingly familiar with the 
delightfully unexpected – your coffee is made the same way every time but you never 
know what character will sit at the table near yours. 
 
Now, UCC Boxborough has a pretty good reputation for providing that kind of welcome.  
I get great feedback from guest preachers, visitors, new people that we do a good job of 
helping people find their way to worship, making room in the sanctuary rather than 
saying, “You’re in my spot”, greeting folks during Passing of the Peace and after 
worship, etc.  While I think we could kick things up a notch by adding iced coffee service 
before worship, I think our practice of welcome is one of our gifts.  After worship, we’ll 
be discussing proposed renovations to the building that will help our physical plant keep 
up with that commitment to welcome. 
 
But here’s the challenge.  That coffee shop, neighborhood bar, Sunday morning 
welcome can very easily stay at the surface level.  Sure, we know your name, we’ll 
make room for you, we’re glad you’re here.  But we’ve got certain behaviors we expect, 
certain topics we find acceptable, and certain perspectives we expect you to share.  As 
long as you stay within those parameters, we’re fine.  Remember how Frazier Crane, as 
an Ivy League “intellectual”, was kind of barely tolerated at Cheers?  In my bookstore 
coffee shop, when a single patron takes a larger table I’ve seen them subjected to deep 
sighs and whispered comments.  And I wonder how we’d react if a new parishioner 
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started calling out, “Amen!” and “Alleluia!” during the sermon.  Personally, I think I’d love 
it.  But it would definitely be different.  It might make us uncomfortable at first. 
 
And that’s the kind of welcome we’re called to give:  the kind that is willing to be 
uncomfortable, to be challenged, to be changed.  That’s the UCC-described 
“extravagant welcome” on our doormat.  That’s welcome as a spiritual practice.  That’s 
the welcome God calls us to offer the world. 
 
Our sacred texts offer Abraham as “the father of extravagant welcome”.  Like many 
people in his time, he was a Bedouin, a nomad, periodically moving his collection of 
tents to wherever his flocks and his family could find food, water and shelter.  Like other 
people in his time, Abraham also understood the life-and-death custom of hospitality.  
Living in a desert land, travelers needed food and water, and their only way of getting 
those supplies was to stop at the Bedouin settlements.  But the residents of the 
settlements needed safety, and wouldn’t be willing to share food and water if they 
feared they would be attacked.  So everybody agreed that the people in the settlements 
would share a little food and water with those who were traveling, and those who were 
traveling wouldn’t attack.   
 
That was the basic rule that everybody agreed on.  But in this morning’s scripture 
reading, we see Abraham go way beyond these expectations.  He bowed down as if 
they were royalty, he had Sarah make fancy cakes, he even prepared precious meat.  
He got them water for their dusty feet, found some shade for them to rest in, and stood 
to serve them while they ate.  This was not meeting the minimum requires of hospitality, 
this was extravagant welcome. 
 
Of course, you might say, “Well, if God came to my tent, I’d bring out the fine china too.”  
There’s some debate as to when Abraham realized the visitors were angels or God; 
whether he knew the whole time or was “entertaining angels unawares” as the Apostle 
Paul says in the Letter to the Hebrews.  But it doesn’t matter.  I believe we all have that 
spark of God within us.  And besides, a few hundred pages later in our sacred text, 
Jesus will say, “when you fed the hungry, clothed the naked, gave drink to the thirsty, 
you did it to me”.  When anybody comes to our tents, one way or another, God is there. 
 
So maybe the events described in this morning’s scripture reading were business as 
usual for Abraham when a guest arrived.  Maybe the day before a sketchy camel trader 
had come by, and Abraham had done the same thing: get water for the footbath, ask 
Sarah to make her special cakes, BBQ some more meat, etc.  And maybe it was typical 
for Abraham to go running out of the tent to greet a guest. 
 
Usually a tent dweller would wait at the tent’s entrance for the visitor to arrive.  After all, 
the tent is shade, and shelter, and the best hope for security that Abraham had.  When 
he runs out, he’s vulnerable and exposed.  But guess what?  That is exactly what true 
welcome requires.  To leave the tent – the tent of familiarity, the tent of comfort, the tent 
of safety, and to be vulnerable in the presence of the guest. 
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These days, it feels like we’ve all hunkered down within our own tents.  The “tent” of 
“conservative” or “liberal”.  The tent of “personal responsibility”, the tent of “social safety 
net”, the tent of “right to life”, the tent of “right to die”.  We fill our tents with people who 
look like us, talk like us, and think like us, creating an endless feedback loop to support 
our ever more entrenched views.  Our minds become tents, protecting our ideas and 
beliefs, rather than wrestling with and testing them.  Our hearts become tents, full of 
judgment of “the other”.  And it seems like a reasonable choice to entrench in the tent:  
the issues are so important, they feel like life-and-death and sometimes they are life-
and-death, so of course we want to collaborate with those who will help us reach those 
goals.  And besides, if we stick our heads out of our tent to ask a question of a nearby 
tent, we’re likely to be yelled at, called names, and possibly physically attacked.  Why 
would we do that?  We’re looking for a coffee shop where they know our name, not a 
debate stage or a boxing ring. 
 
But, my friends, that’s not getting us anywhere.  We’re tying up our tents tighter and 
tighter, getting further away from each other.  It’s like we’ve got alligator-filled moats 
between our different tents at this point.  Plus, and here’s the really bad news, we made 
the wacky decision to be people of faith, to follow the living God, who isn’t really 
interested in our isolated tents, who calls us out to connect with each other, differences 
and all. 
 
So we have to come out of our tents.  Like Abraham did, running to meet his guests.  
Maybe we don’t have to run, a gentle stroll would be fine.  But we have to come out of 
our tents, where we know what to expect and everybody agrees with us, and find each 
other with our different experiences and conflicting beliefs.  Come out of our tents, 
where we’ve stashed all our beliefs, and bring them out into the light of day.  Come out 
of our tents, and see God in whoever we meet. 
 
Which is why communities of faith are so important.  Churches may be one of the last 
places that people with different perspectives still sit side by side, still work together, still 
care for each other.  That means it stands a small chance of being a place where 
people might actually be able to discuss their different beliefs.  In the last year, I’ve had 
people from both ends of the political spectrum talk about leaving this church because 
it’s too hard to be with people who voted for Trump or speak out against the president.  
Maybe you’ve felt that way too.  And you know, I try to be really supportive when 
people’s faith journeys are taking them elsewhere.  But I think God is calling us to do 
the hard work of being together right now.  There is supposed to be somebody here 
who irritates you, grates on your nerves, and approaches the world in a completely 
different way.  And you are the source of irritation for someone else!  And it isn’t just 
enough to hang out with people who have different perspectives and believe differently 
than we do; we have to actually communicate with each other, hear each other’s 
stories, respect each other’s views.  Get out of our tents, be vulnerable, and truly 
welcome each other. 
 
Notice I’m not saying we have to agree.  That kind of uniformity is idolatry; God created 
us in wonderful variety.  But we do have to respect each other, be kind to each other, 
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and remember to see that spark of God in each other.  We come out of our tents not to 
change our own or anybody else’s mind, but to connect with each other’s hearts, to see 
the humanity and divinity in the person who “believes that crazy idea”.  If we want to be 
a place where people are truly, authentically welcomed, then we have to be willing and 
equipped to engage with and love people who are different from us, people who 
disagree with us, and even people who we do not like.  It will change us, and that is the 
point.  Otherwise we might as well redirect visitors to a coffee shop or a bar on Sunday 
mornings. 
 
Although…  Maybe we should move some of our worship services to a coffee shop.  
And I’ve been wanting to try the “pub theology” program other churches have 
experimented with.  Because God is calling us to follow in Abraham’s footsteps, and 
Abraham’s footsteps went running right out of the tent.  It’s not enough to look out our 
windows on Sunday morning and pray for out neighbors.  It’s not even enough to invite 
them to a BBQ for food, fellowship and fun.  We have to get out of the tent that is this 
building, this church.  We need to run out of this sacred space to share God’s 
extravagant welcome with the world, the same way Abraham ran out of the tent to greet 
the guests who turned out, somehow, to be God.  Like Abraham’s tent, this can be a 
good place to store provisions, and prepare the feast, and get some rest.  But we can’t 
just wait in the tent for the guests to come to us.  God calls us to get moving, get out 
there, leave the safety and security of the tent, and get out there into God’s world, so we 
can help our community become a place where we can love each other not in spite of, 
but because of, our differences. 
 
So, after worship, when we’re thinking about this building renovation, let’s creatively and 
faithfully care for this beautiful tent.  Never forgetting that the God we come here to 
encounter, is the same God who calls us to run from this place, out to love the world.   
 
Besides, my friends, we are not only Abraham, running from the tent.   
We are also the guest, approaching the tent, wondering how we will be received.  We 
are the person on the journey, desperate for water and bread.  We are the one who has 
been outside, on the margins.  We’ve got parts of ourselves we don’t accept, and don’t 
expect the world too, either.  We know what it’s like to scan the horizon, hoping we will 
be welcomed.  Look, my friends, God is running from the tent too, running toward you.  
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 


