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The Global
Experience
Across
Cultures
__________________________________________________

Have you ever had the experience of being in a strange or foreign place, and a local
has invited you into their home?
Sandy and I once visited a young Australian
woman who had volunteered in a pre-school
for disadvantaged kids in Johannesburg.
During her time there she had joined an
organisation to support homeless people and
had been befriended by a family who lived in a
makeshift cardboard shelter in the old disused
bus station.

We joined her one night, with hot food and a
supply of aspirin and medical dressings in
the boot of one of the cars that were doing
their ‘run’ across the inner urban centre.
At first we felt horrified to be among such
desperate people, but were consoled by the
fact that the organisation was run by the
homeless themselves - for the homeless.
Our hosts knew the culture!
Inside the little shanty, lit only by a fire of
waste wood in an old oil drum, we met the
family. They were full of joy to meet us, and of course their ‘adopted daughter’!
I asked how they supported themselves and heard how they collect old telephone cables,
strip them to get the thin coloured wires; then mother weaves them into bowls for sale. I
noticed her arthritic, gnarled hands, cut by the weaving process. She showed me an
example and then oﬀered it to me as a gift!
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Where Does This Generosity Come From?
Stories of this kind of hospitality have been passed on by word of mouth for thousands of
years, and acted out in such families and communities. Such stories maintained
harmonious relationships among local diverse cultures across the world.
For example, one story that has influenced western culture is of an incident in a MiddleEastern desert.
A man we know as Abraham (in Islamic
circles, Ibrahim), is resting in his tent in the
heat of the day, when he notices some
strangers approaching. He knew what it was
like to travel the desert!

So he goes out to meet them and begs
them to come into his tent to shelter, rest
and refresh. The strangers go in and
Abraham asks his wife Sarah to prepare a
banquet. “You have honoured me by
coming into my home, so let me serve
you.” They oﬀer their best and precious
food to the strangers.
After the meal they have a remarkable conversation in which the travellers foretell the birth
of a son to Abraham and Sarah - well past their reproductive prime! They were messengers
of God!
From this story we have the saying that when we open our homes to strangers we “may be
entertaining angels unawares” - the stranger invited in as a guest inevitably brings a gift!
What appears at first a one-way transaction surprisingly transforms to mutual giving!
This was how ancient civilisations were able to survive and prosper during times of peace.
Hospitality was the multicultural norm. It fostered cultural exchange; deals were done,
promises were made and trade took place. Food was the essential lubricant.
Strangers became friends instead of enemies;
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Nouwen’s Concept of Hospitality
Hospitality...means primarily the creation of a free space
where the stranger can enter and become a friend instead
of an enemy.
Hospitality is not to change people, but to oﬀer them space
where change can take place.
It is not to bring men and women over to our side, but to
oﬀer freedom not disturbed by dividing lines.
It is not to lead our neighbour into a corner where there are
no alternatives left, but to open a wide spectrum of options
for choice and commitment.
It is not an educated intimidation with good books, good
stories and good works, but the liberation of fearful hearts so
that words can find roots and bear ample fruit.
It is not a method of making our God and our way into the
criteria of happiness, but the opportunity to others to find
their God and their way.
The paradox of hospitality is that it wants to create
emptiness, but a friendly emptiness where strangers can
enter and discover themselves as created free; free to sing
their own songs, speak their own languages, dance their
own dances; free also to leave and follow their own
vocations.
Hospitality is not a subtle invitation to adopt a life style of the
host, but the gift of a chance for the guest to find their own.
Henri Nouwen.
Reaching Out: The Three Movements in the Spiritual Life.
(1975 Doubleday. New York) (p 68)
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Intention
Unconditional hospitality is about deciding to understand the other, not expecting to use the
relationship to ‘tell’, sell, manipulate or influence the other; but to listen to and learn from the other.
Nouwen says that we will never believe that we have anything to give unless there is someone able
to receive.
Hospitality initiates. It invites opportunities. It is more fundamental and positive than ‘dialogue’,
which can mean people politely talking at each other, or a mere politically correct procedure to tick
the ‘you’ve been consulted’, or ‘you’ve been heard’ box.
Hospitality intends to give space for life-giving insights for the other. In the process, the host is
inevitably surprised by the gift of the other to his or her own life.

Contact
• What prevents me from making contact with a
stranger?
• What might prevent me from smiling, making
eye contact and showing that I am prepared to
make space for him or her?
• Are there prejudices in myself that I must deal
with?
• Could the other help me deal with them?
• Is this the right place and time?
• How could I either construct the right
environment for making contact or what
existing environments might I choose? (social
or sporting clubs?)
• Might I volunteer with an organisation that
helps people with needs?
Remember: I can’t make anyone be a friend, but
being friendly as a lifestyle will inevitably make it
easier to be befriended!
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Identity
When we create space for the other we don’t
lose our identity. (We are the same ‘colour’!)
But by engaging and listening we take on the
story of the other (2). Our lives are expanded!
And the more we engage and listen, the closer
we get to each other and understand each other
(3). Older married couples report how they
automatically know what each other is thinking!
In a multi - engagement (4), there will be some
common ground among all, and also between
individual participants.
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Enemies of Hospitality
Fear
Those intent on expanding their own interests at the expense of others through non-listening,
authoritarian power will use anxiety and fear as a tool to distract attention from their main game.
Silence and secrecy produces anxiety.
Antidote: Transparency
Risk Aversion
A culture of risk aversion, motivated by producing fear-inducing penalties undermines the
mechanism of hospitality. Keeping your head down, lock your doors, stranger danger…
Antidote: ‘Have a go!”
Individualism
Community-centred support has been replaced by ‘self-service’. Nearly everything falls on the
individual. If you get sick, it’s your problem. If a departmental or business error occurs, it’s your
time and eﬀort to prove it.
Antidote: get social!
Commodification
The idea of a Common-wealth has been privatised. Hospitality as neighbourliness has been
replaced by the Hospitality Industry. You pay for what you get! We have three, four, five and even
six starred levels of living, depending on what you can pay for. Who is going to help if you don’t
even rate?
Antidote: get politically active!
Protectionism
Hardliners not only work hard to protect their financial interests, but their only ‘true’ truth. ‘My way,
or the highway’ could be their fundamentalist slogan. Protectionism, with all its spending on
security and jails, is ultimately counterproductive. We see what religious protectionism has
spawned in child sexual abuse. On the racial front, is there a continuing consciousness of the
‘White Australia Policy’?
Antidote: invite people home!
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Friends of Hospitality
Diversity
Recovering the traditional stories of many cultures that underpin our common values for
human sustainability and flourishing and inform our moral compass.
The Arts
Support artists and the Arts, which hold up a mirror and shine light on our darker side and
well-maintained secrets that have contributed, and continue to contribute, to human
repression.
Failure
Accept failure as a learning experience and an opportunity to re-imagine and re-invent.
Social Enterprise
New enterprises, like AirBnB provide an opportunity to host people of all ages and
cultures from all over the world. The ancient ‘Hospitality Code’ of checks and balances is
built into its system. If you are able, give it a go, and use it to not only exercise hospitality
but donate to a worthwhilel charity of your choice.
‘New Wave’ Organisation
Investigate new ways of work organisation that reduce or eliminate hierarchy and its
inevitable coercive toxicity - open spaces for meaningful work that encourages
wholeness, self-management and a bigger vision beyond itself.
Coﬀee Shops and WiFi, ‘Meet Ups’, Facebook….
Not everyone’s ‘cup-of-tea’ but ways that encourage connection.
Volunteering
Volunteering puts you in the drivers seat to do something worthwhile that you’d really like
to do for others.

Thanks!
For creating space to allow us, many of us strangers to each other, to get together for this seminar!
That is SOCIAL HOSPITALITY.
For this venue, which has created an environment conducive to hospitality!
That is PHYSICAL HOSPITALITY.
For listening. You have created space in your mind to take in the thoughts I have been contributing.
So you have been hosting me!
That is INTELLECTUAL HOSPITALITY.
For treating each other with respect and humility, enhancing the dignity of the other.
That is SPIRITUAL HOSPITALITY.
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ABOUT ME
Website: www.geoﬀboyce.com
(blog, resources, publications and papers, projects)
Email: geoﬀ@geoﬀboyce.com
Mission: collaboration, connection, change

Book
An Improbable Feast - the surprising dynamic of hospitality at the heart of multifaith
chaplaincy. (Lulu, 2011)
Available at all on-line book retailers, but cheaper at the online printer:
search for Geoﬀ Boyce at www.lulu.com

Book in Process
This book, to be available later in 2017, will gather in one place, what has been learnt in the
last five years, taking up the story from An Improbable Feast, of the continuing evolution of
Oasis at Flinders from 2012 to 2017: outcomes of a multifaith centre becoming an interfaith
centre, and then a ‘faith-friendly’ centre available for support to all, while attempting
integration into the secular context of the university. What can ‘faith’ oﬀer a secular
institution, and does integration mean a loss of ‘faith’?

Project in Process
Oasis in the City draws on my experiences at Flinders University over the last 20 years.
The proposal is that a centre be established with multiple partners to focus on oﬀering
hospitality to the over 30,000 students who live in the city and to visitors to Adelaide.
It aims for strangers to become friends and to take the experience of Adelaide hospitality
home to all corners of the globe.
If you are interested in finding out more about this project, which is at an initial exploratory
stage, please contact me.
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