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Hospitality: A Mark of Christian Higher Education 

Aaron Lumpkin 

Introduction 

Hospitality—Common Assumptions 

If I were to ask you, “What is hospitality?” what would you say? As a good southern boy, I 
naturally think of hospitality involving sweet tea and lemonade on a hot summer day for friends and 
neighbors. I recall seeing my mom reading articles from Southern Living Magazine. While these are 
fond memories, this is shallow and far from a true understanding of hospitality, although it may display 
various components of it. The cultural charm of the South, if you believe there is one, is an image of 
moral conditioning, in many ways like the image we gain from considering Pavlov’s dog.  

At the same time, you may think of culture’s view of hospitality. Currently, our culture argues 
that we must accept everyone for who they are and to approve of everything that makes them “them.” 
The court cases related to Hobby Lobby, the Baker’s right, and others suggest that our communities 
desire to implement a culture of hospitality that forces someone to accept everything about a person. 
This betrays the nature of hospitality in its attempt to diminish convictions and demolish diversity.  

Another understanding of hospitality is seen in the hospitality industry. This is a marketed 
hospitality. Hotel chains tell of the luxuries they offer and attempt to persuade each of us to use their 
services, from their incredibly plush pillows and soft sheets to their one-of-a-kind spas. But here, 
people pay for treatment. Generally speaking, the more one spends, the better the service. Yet, notice 
in this context all days are the same. Typically, there are no supreme displays of hospitality in these 
settings. This, in many ways, betrays the very nature of hospitality.  

We can also consider general definitions of hospitality. One comes from The Salem Press 
Encyclopedia, which says,  

The concept of hospitality has strong roots in many cultures around the world. In the simplest 
terms, hospitality refers to the cordial treatment of guests and strangers. More importantly, 
hospitality is centered on the relationship between a host and his or her guest. With its Western 
roots in ancient Greece, hospitality is often seen in ancient texts as playing an important role in 
a culture by not only ensuring the safety of travelers, but also as a religious practice that 
honored the gods by overseeing this safety. According to the religion of the times, people were 
encouraged to be hospitable to others and looked favorably upon those who extended 
hospitality to others. In modern times, hospitality has become an industry that is deeply rooted 
in the tradition of showing respect for guests. In the travel and tourism industry, also known as 
the hospitality industry, guests expect to be treated equally, have their needs fulfilled, and be on 
the receiving end of stellar customer service.22  

22 “Hospitality,” in Salem Press Encyclopedia. Accessed 20 February 2018. Online: 
http://eds.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.sebts.edu/eds/detail/detail?vid=2&sid=e162cbbf-1045-4672-b3d8-
82425fafe323%40sessionmgr104&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWRzLWxpdmUmc2NvcGU9c2l0ZQ%3d%3d#AN=89677568
&db=ers. 

http://eds.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.sebts.edu/eds/detail/detail?vid=2&sid=e162cbbf-1045-4672-b3d8-82425fafe323%40sessionmgr104&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWRzLWxpdmUmc2NvcGU9c2l0ZQ%3d%3d#AN=89677568&db=ers
http://eds.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.sebts.edu/eds/detail/detail?vid=2&sid=e162cbbf-1045-4672-b3d8-82425fafe323%40sessionmgr104&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWRzLWxpdmUmc2NvcGU9c2l0ZQ%3d%3d#AN=89677568&db=ers
http://eds.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.sebts.edu/eds/detail/detail?vid=2&sid=e162cbbf-1045-4672-b3d8-82425fafe323%40sessionmgr104&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWRzLWxpdmUmc2NvcGU9c2l0ZQ%3d%3d#AN=89677568&db=ers
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Through these examples, several characteristics of hospitality emerge. Hospitality is by its very nature 
relational. One party acts as host while another party acts as guest. And, it involves safety, care, and 
accommodation.  

By beginning with Scripture, one may arrive at a robust and Christian understanding of 
hospitality. If the Scripture is sufficient for all of faith and practice, this must certainly extend to 
grasping the nature and practice of hospitality. Abraham Kuyper, founder of Free University in 
Amsterdam, sought to show Christ’s lordship over all of life. He wrote, “Oh, no single piece of our 
mental world is to be hermetically sealed off from the rest, and there is not a square inch in the whole 
domain of our human existence over which Christ, who is Sovereign over all, does not cry: ‘mine!’”23 
If Jesus is Lord over all aspects of life, then believers must consider how his person and presence 
direct them in relation to hospitality. 
 
 
A Biblical Vision of Hospitality 
 
God Displays Hospitality 
 

The importance of hospitality becomes apparent in the first pages of Scripture and it continues 
until the very last page. In fact, the story of the Bible is one marked by God’s hospitality toward 
mankind, and especially his people. God both displays and demands hospitality. 

First, consider God’s hospitality through creation. “In the beginning God created the heavens 
and the earth” (Gen 1:1). In reviewing the creation of the world (light and darkness, water, land, sky, 
vegetation, sun and stars, and living creatures), the first five days of creation describe the preparation 
of the world for God’s grand creation: man and woman. God prepared a place for his people to live, 
love, and create. Before he created man and woman, God said that his creation was good. It did not 
become very good until creation itself was filled with man and woman (Gen. 1:31). Thus, the apex of 
God’s creation was man and woman, and he prepared a place for them. God serves as our host, 
creating good gifts for his family and providing for their every need. There is food, safety and security, 
a dwelling place, and ultimately, an intimate relationship. God has shown hospitality through creation. 

The Scripture also shows God’s hospitality through his revelation. He revealed himself to us 
not only through creation but also through his Word. God has spoken, making himself known to us. He 
does not remove himself from us to become unreachable and unknowable. Though he is mysterious, he 
is not unknowable. Though he is all-powerful, he is not unapproachable. Instead, he clearly 
communicates his identity through both his words and his works. In creation, God spoke the world into 
existence. God spoke to Abraham, promising to bless him and make a great nation through him. When 
his people were suffering, he spoke to Moses, telling him he knew of the suffering of the Israelites and 
that he had a plan to save his people from oppression. He spoke to Jonah, instructing him to go to 
Nineveh. And, he has spoken to us through his Son. God has shown hospitality through speaking, 
making himself known to us through his words.  

In this speaking, God invites. During the fall of man, God acted by providing clothing for 
Adam and Eve. God worked to allow man to restore his relationship with God through the sacrificial 
system, though temporarily. He invited Adam and Eve to be reconciled to him. God continued in 
faithfulness, even as his people doubted him in the wilderness just six weeks after he delivered them 
from slavery. God worked to shut the mouths of the lions when Daniel was thrown into that terrible 
 
23 Abraham Kuyper, “Sphere Sovereignty,” in Abraham Kuyper: A Centennial Reader (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 
488.  
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den of death. God displayed his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. In 
this, God has acted, making himself known to us through his works. 

As God acted, Jesus came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for 
many. Jesus came to seek and save the lost. As he came for both of these purposes, he did so by eating 
and drinking.24 Jesus lived among us; he ate with us; he struggled with us; he brought victory for us. In 
his time on earth, he invited us to join his family. Apart from Christ, all people live as enemies of God. 
Yet, he summons all people from every tribe, tongue, and nation to join his family and to participate in 
his grand story of redemption. Through faith, sinners are united with him and are seated at his table. 
They are no longer sinners but saints, family members of the household of God, sitting at the table of 
peace, blessing, fullness, righteousness, and glory. God invites all people to his table.  

God creates. God speaks. God invites. The Christian story is one marked by God’s hospitality 
toward mankind. Grace, the unmerited favor of God, is the hospitality of God, welcoming sinners into 
his family. 
 
God Demands Hospitality 
 

Hospitality is grounded in the very nature of our faith, and God demands hospitality from his 
people. In Genesis 12, God promised to make Abram’s name great and his family a great nation. Then, 
God explained that they will be great in order to be a blessing to others. God’s very design for his 
people is to bless others. Later, in Leviticus 19, God tells his people to care for the sojourner, to do him 
or her no wrong, and to love him or her as oneself. Why? The motivation is given – because they were 
strangers in Egypt and God delivered them. God’s hospitality and kindness toward his people serves as 
the foundation of their display of hospitality to others. 

There are two examples worth considering in the Old Testament. First, in 2 Samuel 9, consider 
David’s kindness to Mephibosheth. David, now the king, invited Mephibosheth to eat at his table. 
Mephibosheth, in the line of Saul, did not previously become king because he was a baby and was 
lame. He was likely an outcast in many ways, and he was a descendent of the former king. Yet, David 
graciously kept his promise not to destroy Saul’s descendants, and he invited Mephibosheth to his 
table. 

Second, consider the story of hospitality in Daniel 1. Here, King Nebuchadnezzar had taken 
over Jerusalem. Rather than destroying all the peoples, he spared many lives. From the Israelites, he 
called out of several people to eat the king’s food, to drink the king’s wine, and to be educated. Among 
these were Daniel (Belteshazzar), Hananiah (Shadrach), Mishael (Meshach), and Azariah (Abednego). 
Though he was not a believer in God, he displayed hospitality to the people of God. Ultimately, this 
serves as a testament to God’s hand of blessing and preservation on the lives of the Israelites.  

In the New Testament, a number of instructions are found regarding hospitality. In the context 
of describing the lifestyle of a faithful Christian, Paul in Romans 12:9-13 wrote,  
 

Let love be genuine. Abhor what is evil; hold fast to what is good. Love one another 
with brotherly affection. Outdo one another in showing honor. Do not be slothful in 
zeal, be fervent in spirit, serve the Lord. Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, be 
constant in prayer. Contribute to the needs of the saints and seek to show hospitality. 
 

 
24 See Tim Chester, A Meal with Jesus: Discovering Grace, Community, and Mission Around the Table (Wheaton: 
Crossway, 2011). 
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In the seeking to love, serve, and remain faithful, Paul argued believers ought to show hospitality. 
Peter echoed this exhortation in 1 Peter 4:8-9. Yet, he added that Christians ought to show hospitality 
“without grumbling,” a temptation experienced far more often than one might recognize. Further, the 
author of Hebrews wrote that believers should not “neglect” to show hospitality to strangers because 
they could be entertaining angels (13:1-2). Further, the importance of hospitality may be observed in 
the fact that hospitality is included in the list of qualifications to be a pastor both in 1 Timothy 3 and 
Titus 1. Pastors ought to lead the way in showing hospitality. Without a doubt, the practice of the 
Christian faith includes hospitality. 

Hospitality Defined 

In considering these biblical foundations for hospitality, it is helpful to arrive at a clear 
definition of hospitality.  Hospitality may be defined in this way: the overflow of God’s love to the 
sojourner through his people for his glory and their good by caring for physical, spiritual, and emotions 
needs.  In this definition, hospitality is rooted in God himself. Believers seek to show and display 
God’s love to the sojourner, just as God called his people to in both the Old and New Testaments. 
Hospitality is fundamentally an obedience issue, and this ultimately is a lordship issue. Hospitality, 
originating with God, is for the people of God and the good of the world. 

Hospitality in Higher Education 

In considering hospitality in the context of Christian higher education, attention can be given to 
two areas of emphasis. First, this section will examine institutional applications of hospitality. And 
second, this section will explore individual applications of hospitality in Christian higher education. In 
each of these, I will affirm that the things universities create, speak, and do must model God’s 
hospitality toward them and invite others to participate alongside them.  

Institutional Application 

First, hospitality in Christian higher education must be spiritual in nature. This is what makes it 
distinctly Christian. To return to the quote from Abraham Kuyper, all of life falls under the Lordship of 
Christ. As such, all of Christian higher education must submit to his lordship.  Christian higher 
education is marked by a distinctly Christian faith that informs and seeks to persuade students of the 
truth and glory of the gospel. Hospitality is a tool through which this occurs. Elizabeth Newman, 
Associate Professor of Theology at Baptist Theological Seminary in Richmond, Virginia, explains that 
hospitality is shown to us by God. In this, he is our host and we are his guests.25 Worship then becomes 
a response to God’s hospitality. For Christian higher education, institutions must be inviting students to 
join them in responding to God’s hospitality. At the same time, they display hospitality by extending 
opportunities to their students, who are sojourners among them, to believe the gospel. From admissions 
to graduation, Christian universities must boast in nothing except the cross of Christ. 

Second, hospitality in Christian higher education must be economical. In practicing hospitality, 
universities seek the good of those around them. Student sojourners have a variety of needs and 

25 Elizabeth Newman, “Untamed Hospitality,” Center for Christian Ethics at Baylor University. Accessed 20 February 
2018. Online: https://www.baylor.edu/content/services/document.php/53382.pdf. My four aspects of hospitality in 
Christian higher education are modifications of Newman’s model set forth in the article.  

https://www.baylor.edu/content/services/document.php/53382.pdf
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experiences, and administration, faculty, and staff must seek to serve, accommodate, and equip them 
for a life of service to God. They show hospitality by working to keep school affordable. So, by 
economical, I do not mean economical to the university’s benefit. Instead, the benefit is focused on 
those whom we serve. Avoiding unnecessary costs and spending in order to best serve our students and 
provide a God-glorifying experience is essential. Here, institutions are not working and creating a 
culture simply for their benefit. Yes, the mission of the school must press forward; they must be 
committed to their cause. But ultimately, their work is for the good of others. Hospitality creates a 
culture of stability by displaying love and acceptance. Yet, they do not forsake their own identity in 
this process.  This models God’s display of hospitality toward his people and the world.  

Third, hospitality in Christian higher education must be social. As mentioned and alluded to 
several times before, hospitality is by nature relational. In order for colleges to promote expressions of 
hospitality on campus, they must work to create a culture of authentic and reliable relationships. This 
does not mean that they are constantly doing extravagant gestures. Nor does it mean that they shift 
their focus from their primary endeavor, which is to provide a strong, Christian education to all who 
come to them. Instead, it means that they emphasize the importance of each person through 
considering their needs, wants, and desires. Christian universities develop a culture that fosters 
relationships marked by trust and wisdom. Friendship and companionship is essential to Christian 
higher education. Having various offices on campus labor together to invite these types of relationships 
is essential to their display of hospitality. In this, their love for one another shines through and God’s 
glory is magnified.  

Fourth, hospitality in Christian higher education must be political. This does not mean 
institutions align themselves with one political party or force a political agenda on its students. Instead, 
it means working to develop particular beliefs and convictions within the institution, not only about the 
gospel but also regarding service and leadership. Here, they instill values and beliefs about love and 
service through displaying love and service by caring for students. Faculty, staff, and administration 
encourage a pursuit of the truth while remaining firm in their convictions. They labor and dialogue 
about cultural issues, and they honor those with whom they both agree and disagree. Individuals work 
together to cultivate character in order to see students go forth and serve their families, friends, and 
communities as Christ has served us – through sacrificial love.  
 
 
Individual Application 
 

Having contemplated hospitality in Christian higher education at the institutional level, consider 
hospitality at the individual level. Here are six suggestions to practically implement hospitality at every 
level of contact.26  
 

1) Expand your guest list. Jesus exhorted his followers to invite people unlike them to their parties 
and celebrations. Believers must begin to reach out to those who are not like them in order to 
obey Christ’s command and to display love to all. Who is missing from your guest list? Is it a 
group of people? A certain type of person? 

2) Focus on serving rather than impressing.  Entertaining is about the host. Hospitality is not about 
the host, but rather about guests.  God, in his infinite love, displayed his hospitality toward the 

 
26 The six applications are modifications from the following article: Tony Merida, “Why Hospitality is Vital to Church 
Planting,” from The Gospel Coalition. Accessed 20 February 2018. Online: https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/ 
article/hospitality-vital-church-planting/.  

https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/hospitality-vital-church-planting/
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/hospitality-vital-church-planting/
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world by giving himself up for his people. How can we not also display hospitality towards 
those around us? 

3) Get out of your safe zone. It is easy for Christians to remain in their safe zones, whether that be 
their offices or workspaces or their own homes. They must see that all places they reside are 
being stewarded to them by God. Believers must look to engage those around them, and they 
may even need to do so outside of their safe places.  

4) Be aware of the needs of those around you. By providing unexpected gifts or meeting tangible 
needs, Christians reinforce the gospel and the mission of their universities. Look to see how 
you can serve those around you, whether it be helping someone to their car or by eating lunch 
with someone sitting alone. Do you keep snacks or drinks in your office for when you have 
visitors? Do you intentionally seek to buy someone a cup of coffee on campus each week? 

5) Customize your hospitality. Hospitality is expressed culturally. The way in which you practice 
hospitality doesn’t have to match another person. Make it your own. Be yourself.  

6) Greet warmly, engage sincerely, say goodbye thoughtfully. From the first encounter to the final 
goodbye, see how you can love and serve those around you, particularly students. Develop 
genuine relationships with peers and mentor a student. Find ways to engage where you are. 
 

 
Conclusion 
 

In this essay, I have sought to show that hospitality flows from the very nature and person of 
God.  After recognizing the various interpretations of hospitality in culture, and seeing how they reflect 
aspects of God’s hospitality, we sought to establish a biblical understanding of hospitality.  Hospitality 
was defined as “the overflow of God’s love to the sojourner through his people for his glory and the 
good of others by caring for physical, spiritual, and emotions needs.”  Then, the essay sought to apply 
this understanding of hospitality to Christian higher education, both at the institutional and individual 
level.  I hope that through this, your desire to display hospitality is increased and that you begin to 
consider ways to see this carried out at your university.
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