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Praise for
Strangers at My Door

“Strangers at My Door is not only an invitation into the life of a hospitality house; it’s an invitation into real Christianity. By that I mean the radical inclusivity of Jesus that embraces and fights for the ones mainstream society shuns and abhors and terminates without batting an eye. It is, in short, an invitation for each of us to open our lives to the stranger and become more fully human.”

—SISTER HELEN PREJAN, author of Dead Man Walking

“We Franciscans are always happy and impressed when other folks discover what we were supposed to be known for! The Franciscan ‘charism’ never dies and always re-emerges in fresh form—because it is the very ‘marrow of the Gospel’. Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove is teaching you how to live that Gospel in our time, and in such fresh and alive ways.”

—FR. RICHARD ROHR, OFM, academic dean of the Living School for Action and Contemplation, Center for Action and Contemplation

“Fifty years ago, when the Civil Rights movement came to Mississippi, I saw the wisdom of the approach that says, ‘Go to the people. Live with them. Learn from them.’ Those young people did what Jesus had done, and black folks from the South were able to change America and say, ‘We’ve done it ourselves.’ Jonathan and his friends at Rutba House have joined that same quiet revolution, and they are not alone. They give me hope that America may yet be born again.”

—JOHN M. PERKINS, founder of the Christian Community Development Association

“With elegant prose honed by brutal honesty, Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove provides a theological account of what it means to welcome the stranger—strangers who often turn out to lack any gratitude. Wilson-Hartgrove’s narrative gives one hope as he refuses to be defeated by ungratefulness.”

—STANLEY HAUERWAS, Gilbert T. Rowe Professor of Theological Ethics at Duke University

“Jonathan is a dear friend and brother and a partner in holy mischief. Strangers at My Door invites you to eavesdrop on a radical faith community as it practices one of the most fundamental Christian distinctives—welcoming the stranger. Jonathan invites you to join this movement of Christians who want to be known more for who we have embraced than who we have excluded.”

—SHANE CLAIBORNE, activist and author of Jesus for President and The Irresistible Revolution
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For Leah, who knows why—or should





I was a stranger, and you invited me into your home.

—Jesus (Matthew 25:35, NLT)              
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Preface

Judgment Day
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The house is cold at midnight, so I put on slippers before going downstairs. Everyone else has gone to bed, including my son, whose asthma was complicated tonight by a cold. I tiptoe across the hardwood floor, careful not to wake anyone, and take a drinking glass from the cabinet. But before I turn on the faucet, I hear the shuffle of feet at the door.

Knock, knock.

Whoever is standing outside, I know, can read the words of Jesus engraved on our door knocker: “I was a stranger and you welcomed me.” The visitor who is knocking probably has heard the story about how my wife, Leah, and I were part of a peacemaker delegation in 2003. We visited Iraq at the time of America’s intensive bombing campaign. On a desolate desert road, our friends were nearly killed when their driver lost control after hitting a chunk of shrapnel in the road. But some locals picked them up and took them to the doctor in a town called Rutba.

“Three days ago,” the doctor said, “your country bombed our hospital. But we will take care of you.”

Literally by accident, we lived a modern-day Good Samaritan story. The Good Iraqi—the Good Muslim—showed us what God’s love looks like. When we heard Jesus say, “Go and do likewise” at the end of that gospel story, we knew it was an invitation to practice the love we had received. So we named this place Rutba House. We put a knocker by the front door that bears Jesus’s statement about being a welcomed Stranger. We invited folks who were homeless to consider this their home.

For a decade now, they have. They have come here after fleeing abusive partners, and they’ve come straight from prison—sometimes for a night, sometimes for life. They’ve shown up scared by the trauma of war abroad and haunted by the horrors of violence in homes that fell apart. They’ve been drug dealers who wanted a fresh start, lifelong addicts who needed a place to die, kids whose families had come undone, street workers who wanted to sit down and eat a sandwich. They’ve brought with them a universe that’s every bit as broken as that bombed-out highway in the Iraqi desert.

They come here with pressing needs, and they have taught me hope. I believe in the miracle of Rutba, and not just because I lived it in the desert of Iraq. I’ve seen the miracle repeated time and again, right here in my home. A knock comes at our door, and we are saved.

“This being human is a guest house,” wrote the Sufi poet Rumi. We are, each of us, a hospitality house of sorts. We go about our daily lives on busy streets, often strapped to a piece of steel moving at forty miles per hour. But even if it’s through a car window with the doors locked, our eyes connect with the stranger who stands on the corner of Fourth and Main, holding a cardboard sign. Whether we invite him to or not, this stranger comes knocking, asking to be heard, begging to be seen. So, what to do?

Be smart, our instincts tell us. Your spare change will not help the addict who’s only going to use those dollars to get another high, another drink. Better to send a check to the local homeless shelter. Maybe vote for someone who’ll mend our tattered social safety net. Besides, you can’t stop for everyone. Best to keep on going.

If you’re honest—if you’ve ever stopped to have the conversation because your kid said, “Help him, Dad”—you know there’s more to this than smarts, more than a simple, rational response. That knot in your gut that makes you feel stuck—that sounds the alarm to say, Get out of here—is a weight you’ve felt before. You felt it every time you saw the bully on the playground in elementary school. You felt it when the doctor said, “I’m sorry. It’s cancer.” You felt it that time when you looked out over the kids playing in the swimming pool and couldn’t for the life of you spot your kid. That feeling, you know, is fear.

“Welcome everything,” Rumi wrote, because however frightening, however unwanted, the person who comes across our paths—the unexpected visitor—may be “a guide from beyond.” To leave the door locked—to close ourselves off from another person in fear—is to reduce our capacity to connect, to love, to be fully human. If, indeed, this being human is a guest house, then hope comes to us, as Mother Teresa often said, in the “distressing disguise of the poor.”

I am an eyewitness to all of this. But still I stop in my tracks at midnight, as I get a drink of water. I am tired from the day’s work and a host of concerns. I am worried about my sick kid. Yes, that could be Jesus out on the porch, knocking. But it also could be Greg, drunk off his tail, ready to tell me (way too loudly) about how he lost his cell phone for the fourth time this month. It could be Larry, nervous as a cornered cat, wondering if I’ll buy the brand-new toaster he just “found”—still in the box. Or it could be Patrice, out of her head again, wondering if she can sit and chill for a minute so she doesn’t go home and “kill that big mouth, Lamont.”

Over the years, I have seen a few folks get up from the dead. But I also have stared death in its ugly face, wondering if I would survive. Welcome everything, and you’ll witness miracles. Welcome everything, and life can get complicated. So, as much as I cling to Rumi’s wisdom and Jesus’s identity as a Stranger, I also appreciate the succinct honesty of William Stafford’s poem “Easter Morning.” Stafford knew the miracle that can happen when you open the door and welcome a gift from beyond. “You just shiver alive,” he wrote, “and are left standing / there suddenly brought to account: saved.” But Stafford also knew that sometimes the stranger who comes knocking wants to sell you the moon. Sometimes the slick voice at your door will try to sell you hell, “which is what you’re getting by listening.” I’ve been there too.

So, what to do? A decade of stories flash across my mind as I stand in our kitchen, silent, half praying that whoever is outside on the porch won’t knock again.

But they do.

Knock, knock.
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Stafford wrote, “I’d say always go to the door, yes, but keep the screen locked. Then, / while you hold the Bible in one hand, lean forward / and say carefully, ‘Jesus?’ ”

Is this Jesus at the door, a guide from beyond come to save me, however inconvenient his timing may be? Or is it just the beginning of another long night in the ER?

I decide to see who’s there. I go for the same reason I came here to Walltown on the west side of Durham—for the same reason I’ve stayed. Because strangers and friends keep teaching me about realities that I’d often rather ignore. They keep inviting me to share their pain—to enter into their suffering, even. And there, in the damp, cold darkness, I learn to face myself.

I go to the door because I don’t know who I am without this community of the down-and-out who have trusted me when they had every reason not to. I go to see who’s there because the Jesus I want to know is the Jesus who comes knocking at midnight, bringing his tired and homeless friends with him.

Strangers at My Door is a book about the friends I’ve met over a decade of shared life in a house of hospitality. I wrote it because I believe these stories should be told. My aim is to hear the knock and to ask, “Who’s there?” in the most immediate sense.

When we answer the knock at the door, we begin to answer the question “Who are the homeless?” In the wealthiest society to ever exist, hundreds of thousands of people live without the necessities, without a place where they belong. Homelessness has been explored as both a social problem and an issue in public-policy debates. But most of us have failed to seriously consider homelessness for what it is: the social cancer of an advanced capitalism in which people are reduced to autonomous individuals. The homeless, it may well be, are all of us, exposed.

My experience has been that we cannot face the reality of our homeless neighbors without also confronting the darkest fears and twisted desires within ourselves. So I wrote this book also as a confession of sorts. I am a “red-letter Christian” who has tried to take the words of Jesus seriously (his words were printed in red in the King James Version of the Bible that I grew up reading). While I’m not trying to make a case for Christianity and I don’t assume that you buy its claims (though you very well might), I believe this stuff. I see the world through Jesus-colored glasses.

But often I have found myself sorely disappointed, both by my own easy answers and by my fellow Christians, as I’ve tried to wrestle with the unspeakable reality that so many homeless friends face. This book is a confession that, at precisely the places where we should have been, people of faith have often been absent. What’s more, many homeless friends who have struggled in the darkness, lonely and losing hope, have prayed, “Who’s there?”—only to hear silence. These stories seek to honor their struggle with faith.

But this collection of stories also is an invitation to hope. Because, for all the messiness of our life at Rutba House—for all my own shortcomings, for all of our doubts and disappointments—I’ve leaned into the darkness, my face pressed against the screen, and I’ve seen the Jesus who’s there—the Jesus who invites us to become a new kind of human community here and now.

This is a book about the hope that’s possible when we trust a grace that’s greater than ourselves and go to the door to see who’s there.
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Opening the Door




One

Trust

On the Bible’s telling, the beginning of our human story—the ground of our being—is a wholeness that is rooted in a reality beyond us. We did not make ourselves. We were spoken into existence by a Voice that simply said, “Let it be.”

Still, we don’t get far into the story before things fall apart. A lie is told. A brother gets killed. A building project comes undone. Follow these fractures back to their source and you find broken relationships, a lack of trust. We are made to be at home with our Creator, with our neighbors, with the fruit trees in the garden. But we are homeless, this story seems to say, because a basic trust has been broken. We push away from others, turn in on ourselves, and so refuse the radical hospitality of creation.

Adam and Eve are exiled from the love of the home they were made for—cut off, somehow, from the gift of simply trusting each other. Cain is cursed to wander the earth with a price on his head, his guard always up. We cover ourselves, each of us, with clothes, with makeup, with advanced degrees, with home-security systems. We know we are vulnerable from the start. To really encounter someone—or to know ourselves, even—is a gift that’s often beyond our imagining.

When Leah and I move to Walltown, white outsiders in an African American community, she takes a job as director of the only after-school program in the neighborhood. It seems like a good way to get to know the neighbors (through their kids, whose defenses often are not as sophisticated). The program is housed in an old elementary school building that a church now owns and operates. Leah has forty kids in a fellowship hall for three hours a day. Her job is to feed them, try to get them to do their homework, and keep them from killing one another. That last task is not always so easy. One afternoon I lay all two hundred pounds of my six-and-one-half-foot frame on a twelve-year-old kid until he agrees to let go of the butcher knife he’s clutching.

The entrance to the room where Leah attempts to manage chaos five afternoons a week is directly across from a corner where a few guys in their midtwenties, dressed in long white T-shirts, stand eight to ten hours a day. (Some are cursed to wander the earth; others just stand around.) These guys greet passersby at car windows, making quick exchanges while looking over their shoulders. Leah and I talk about how we might get to know these young men from the neighborhood. We are strangers to them, and they to us, but we’re about the same age.

As we go in and out the church door, the guys on the corner seem to glare. We learn that one of them is named Quinton. We find out his name because he comes into the church to use the phone. The people who work there regularly seem to know him. He doesn’t bother to introduce himself to us, but Leah tries to make small talk. To connect in some way. To leap over the wall between us and this group that stands on the corner.

“So how come you so stuck up?” Quinton says to Leah one day.

“What do you mean?” she asks.

“I mean, how come y’all always passin’ us out on the corner and never stop to say, ‘What’s up?’ ”

“Well, I didn’t know y’all wanted to talk,” Leah says. She’s dumbstruck by the confrontation and isn’t sure how to ask the question that’s on her mind. Why does this guy who sells drugs on the corner think he can walk into a church that is filled with kids and use the phone to arrange his deals? Leah and the phone user stare at each other, two strangers with a brick wall between them.

Years later, after Quinton has decided to stop selling drugs—after he has eaten a couple hundred meals with us and has lived in one of the hospitality houses—we will laugh about all this. We will be together, telling the story over and again to soothe the pain, maybe even to begin to heal.

“Man, things was crazy back then.” That is how Quinton will characterize those early encounters at the church. What he means is “I trust you now,” which changes everything. Because none of us is Superman, leaping over the walls that stand between us in a single bound.

This opening ourselves to one another takes time. But love is a prisoner who stays up night after night with a sharpened toothbrush, working away at a crack in the wall until, finally, he breaks through. A way opens, not over the wall but through it. It helps, of course, to have someone working from the other side—someone who will meet you in the middle. But wherever the encounter takes place, this opening in the wall of suspicion and fear finally makes a relationship possible.

This opening, you learn, is called trust.
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We move to Durham’s Walltown neighborhood, strangers with white faces, because we know something about the invisible walls that partition southern towns. I was raised here—not in this city, but ninety miles away. I grew up in a town that doesn’t smell as much like the New South. Driving into Durham from my hometown, we see the welcome sign on the highway that says this city was established in 1869. That’s postbellum in southern history—after the war that ripped this land wide open, exposing the hidden wound of our nation’s original sin. On I-85 there is a sign for Bennett Place, the farmhouse where generals met to negotiate the surrender of Southern forces in 1865. Durham is built on the fault line of America’s tumultuous racial history.

George Wall was one of many freed slaves who found his way to Durham. Before the Civil War he had worked tobacco fields in central North Carolina, but as a freeman he did janitorial work for a Methodist school, Trinity College. When the school decided to move to Durham, he came with it, cutting a road through the woods north of campus to build a home for his family. A community grew up around Wall—a tightly knit extended family of other black folks, most of whom did service work on campus. The school would come to be named Duke University in recognition of the tobacco tycoon James B. Duke’s financial contributions. But it would always be called “the plantation” by descendants of George Wall, who dubbed their own community Walltown.

When we move to the neighborhood, we learn there is a storefront on Knox Street called Walltown Neighborhood Ministries. It’s an office that’s open nine to five, with a receptionist by the door and a steady stream of people coming in and out. Between answering phones and watching the door, the receptionist greets us and makes small talk. We learn that, on the side, she designs programs for funeral services. She hands us a sample and invites us to meet Reverend Hayes, the director of the ministry.

After hearing the schedule of food-bank days, neighborhood block parties, community safety meetings, and home-ownership seminars, we introduce our idea of opening a hospitality house. We tell Reverend Hayes about the Good Samaritans
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