
The Unexpected Visitor 4/17/2011 

The unexpected visitor pushed through the heavy door of the youth room, head down, long 

purple hair falling across her eyes and over her mouth.  It was the middle of January, and 

powdery snow was covering the slick ice outside- invisible, slippery danger everywhere. So the 

youth group that usually had ten or so teenagers this week only had four.  I hadn’t expected 

anyone to come at all, but I got four rambunctious freshman boys, practically hanging from the 

ceiling in their desire to get out their manic energy.  Too many snow days off of school. I was 

running through a mental list of games, searching for the ones with the most exhaustive 

potential, the most opportunity to sprint around, to jump, to roll, when Rose pushed the door 

open.   

Rose was new to youth group.  Her step mother attended church regularly, and I could picture 

her face, but Rose and her Dad never came.  Rose pushed open the door, announced her name 

in a grunt, and said “I saw in my step-mom’s church newsletter that youth group was meeting 

tonight.  And my step-mom has been bugging me to come. So I thought I would check it out.  If 

that’s okay.  Or whatever. There is nothing else to do in this awful weather.  I mean, it’s 

supposed to be an open group, right?  I mean, it’s not a club or something. Whatever.  So can I 

sit down?” 

The visitor named Rose plunked heavily into a seat, hair still covering her face, arms crossed, 

head down.  She sat for the next half an hour, while we blathered on about an upcoming 

service trip.  Rose didn’t say a word, but her silence wasn’t inhospitable.  She’s just the quiet 

type, I figured.  Finally she interrupted me and neutrally she said “You sure like to talk.” 



I burst out laughing, as did the boys.  The girl knew what she was talking about!  

“What, I wasn’t trying to be funny. I’m just saying you seem to like to talk.” 

“Thanks Rose, thanks a lot,” I said sarcastically, laughing. 

“I don’t know why you are all laughing, I wasn’t trying to be funny.  I don’t know what is going 

on.  Are you laughing at me? What is going on?!” Rose pummeled the arms of the couch with 

her fists, then curled her legs to her chest, making her body into a small ball.  The laughter 

quickly fell away.  The boys looked at each other nervously.  

“Rose, sweetie, what’s going on? We aren’t laughing at you, we are laughing at me. Because I 

talk so much.  Rose? “ She tilted her head so that the long purple hair again covered her face.  I 

wondered if she was crying.  I had no idea what was going on.       

Rose? I slid softly onto the seat next to her and squeezed her arm.  She roared to life. “Don’t’s 

call me sweetie. And don’t touch me! I am not your sweetie.”   Exhausted, she said, “I have to 

go home. I have to call my Dad.  I have to go home. Please let me go? She glanced up at me 

through wet, apologetic eyes.   

Before I could answer she had pushed up to standing and was out the door, into the hallway, 

cell phone in hand. “Dad,” I could hear her say, “Dad, I am having a hard time. A really hard 

time.  Please come and get me at the church.”  

A pause and then ”Kaaaate. Kaaate, can you come out here, my dad wants to talk to you.” I 

took the phone from her, and Rose’s dad unraveled the mystery.   



Rose’s dad Rob explained that Rose didn’t tell him she was going to youth group, just slipped 

out of the house.  He explained that Rose has Asberger’s syndrome, a kind of Autism, and that 

she has a hard time reading social cues.  That she is always very honest, and has trouble 

understanding when she has said something unintentionally funny or inappropriate.  And she 

doesn’t like to be touched, or even looked at too long, and she hates nicknames.  I struck out on 

a lot of counts. Rose has anxiety attacks and when things get too bad she calls her dad for help. 

Rob came to pick Rose up, and later in the week we met to talk about Rose and figure out how 

she could have a better time at youth group.  A lot had to change to be more Rose-friendly: 

instead of the prior method of unstructured youth group, we needed to have definite start and 

stop times for different activities.  Social action debate, 6-6:30. Games, 6:30-7. Worship 7-7:30.  

And if we were a minute late Rose became agitated.  That was hard for me- it took extra work 

to plan everything out so carefully.   

Big events needed to be planned out far in advance as well.  If Rose was going to go on an 

overnight, she needed months to mentally prepare. If we were going to go canoeing I needed 

to let Rose’s dad know the name of the canoe rental place so they could go check it out ahead 

of time.  Just seeing where we would be relaxed Rose enough to make participation possible.   

Lots of little changes, too- I needed to make sure that I was clear in communication.  No 

sarcasm, Rose didn’t understand it. No offhanded remarks- I needed to only say what I really 

meant.  No last-minute schedule changes, or Rose would call her Dad in a panic.  

It was hard. And tiring.  And to be truly honest, sometimes I resented it.  Because it forced me 

to change, to be intentional.  And the scariest, biggest change- it taught me that congregational 



life isn’t really accessible to everyone. The changes were work for me but the truth was if I 

didn’t make them, Rose couldn’t manage youth group.  How many other people were we 

leaving out?    

In three days it will be Passover. And this Thursday we will observe the Passover Seder meal 

here.  6:30. Please come.  

The Passover observance is based on an ancient story, one you might know, and that you will 

see relates to Rose, if you will stick with me for a minute. The Hebrew Bible tells us that the 

Israelites were living under the rule of the Egyptians, living as an occupied people.  The 

Egyptians enslaved them, and they were beginning to lose their identity as Israelites.  There was 

no holy temple for their faith, no church to come to and be reminded of what was important.  

And so Moses, leader of the Israelites, worked with God to free the Israelites.   

This was no easy task.  9 times the Pharaoh had promised to free the Israelites, and had 

changed his mind. The tenth time he said they could leave Egypt, they got ready in a hurry, not 

even allowing the bread to rise before leaving.  They had to leave before the Pharaoh changed 

his mind again.   

The Pharaoh did change his mind, but by then the Israelites were long gone, free people in a 

new land.  In celebration of this daring escape, Jews celebrate the Passover every Spring with a 

Seder meal.   

There is a lot of beauty in Passover- the underdogs winning out, the slaves freed,  but my 

favorite part is that at every Passover supper a seat is left vacant for the prophet Elijah.  The 



last Passover I observed was in a crowded apartment living room, around a few folding tables 

set up in a row.  The dishes didn’t match, there weren’t enough napkins or wine glasses.  Most 

of us enjoyed our wine from juice cups or old canning jars, but despite everything being in short 

supply, Elijah had a proper wine glass.  Elijah had a seat at the crowded table.  

Why?  Why keep a seat for a prophet who, physically at least, isn’t there?   

There is a seat for Elijah because Elijah is the visitor. Elijah comes to teach us, to tell us, to 

prophesize. 

In the Jewish story-telling tradition, Elijah is always showing up to people unexpectedly. One 

story involves a very rich man who finds Elijah in his living room one morning.  Elijah, he says, 

when will the Messiah return?  When will the Messiah return and make the earth into a 

paradise? 

Elijah tells the man that the Messiah, which literally means ‘the one we have been waiting for’, 

is with the lepers, at the gates to the city.  The man rushed from the house and breathlessly 

arrives at the gate just minutes later.  However, the only person at the gate is an old man, 

covered with sores and wrapping his feet in filthy, old bandages.  The rich man returns home 

and demands that Elijah explain why the Messiah wasn’t there.  

I bet you can guess how this one ends.  It is a popular story: there is a Hindu version, with Lord 

Krishna, and a version with the Buddha.  Jesus appears to people in a similar way.  And what we 

learn from all of these stories is that the Messiah is the sick elder at the gate.  The messiah is 

the unexpected one, the dirty one, the one wrapping his feet in filthy bandages. 



And in every story that person is ignored, or turned away- the rich man doesn’t want to talk to 

the old man with leprosy, he doesn’t’ even want to make eye contact with him.   But if he 

would, Elijah tells us, if he would he would learn so much.  He would learn that the promised 

time of peace and justice will not come to the earth until every person can learn from the 

unexpected visitor.  Until every person realizes the wisdom in the stranger.   

Rose walked into the youth room a stranger, a stranger with wisdom for me.  And I learned so 

much- to be organized, to be a clear and coherent communicator, and mostly to strive for a 

religious community that is accessible to people who are different than me. A community open 

to people who learn in different ways, who express themselves in different ways.  Who have 

different gifts.  From Rose the visitor I received sweet redemption, I received a new view on a 

weary world.  

When we planned the youth-led worship service Rose said there was no way she would read 

from the pulpit- she doesn’t want to stand up there and talk!  But she is a phenomenal guitarist.  

She has perfect pitch and can play any song after hearing it once.  She can practice for hours 

without getting bored or unfocused.   So Rose played all the hymns on the guitar, and she 

played a haunting version of John Lennon’s Imagine that she made up on the spot.  

When I welcomed the visitor I found the truth, I learned important lessons.  Who is the visitor 

in your life?  Who is standing at the gate ignored, waiting to give you news that will change your 

life?  Who is waiting to redeem you? It might be work- it might require changing.  But wisdom is 

all around us when we recognize the stranger in our midst.  Think about the Dar Williams quote 

in the order of worship:  “The closest thing to God I’ve had, is when I knew I did not have the 



final word”—we don’t know it all.  And the moments when I realize my gaze has been too 

narrow- when I realize I do not have the final word- that is when I feel closest to the Divine.   

Sometimes the visitor doesn’t wait at the gate, sometimes they come to the door and enter in. 

When I was a child my family volunteered with the Interfaith Hospitality Network at our 

downtown Baptist church, and even though I was only 6 or 7 I remember it so well- sitting at a 

table eating fried chicken and scalloped potatoes, watching my mom spooning out second 

helpings, eyeing the kids at the table, wondering if they wanted to be friends.  After dinner we 

played freeze tag, chasing around a little girl my age, tripping and knocking us both over, both 

laughing so hard, rolling around on the floor. I started to cry when it was time to go home 

because I didn’t want to leave my new friend, not letting go of her hand.  I wanted her to sleep 

over, to come home with us.  But my mom said she had to sleep here tonight- sleep here? At 

the church?  Who sleeps in a church? On our way home my mom explained that she was 

homeless- that little girl, she didn’t have a house like us, she lived in churches and in shelters. I 

had a lot of age-appropriate questions- where did she keep her backpack?  Where did she store 

her ballet shoes? How do you go trick-or treating if you’re homeless?   

Before bed I started to cry- but Why didn’t she have a place to live?  She was my friend, she was 

my playmate- she was so nice. It wasn’t fair. What about her brother, a tiny, gurgling baby- how 

can a baby be homeless? It wasn’t fair. My mom told me not to worry, that it was a problem for 

grownups to fix, and if it wasn’t fixed when I grew up then I could worry about it them.   

 My beloved spiritual companions, it isn’t fixed. This past week our congregation participated in 

the Interfaith Hospitality Network.  People who are homeless slept in our offices and the 



Alliance room.  On Tuesday I arrived for work and found neatly made air mattresses greeting 

me in my office. Our homeless guests had left for the day, but there were sad reminder’s 

everywhere- a spider man action figure with a leg twisted backwards, little-girl barrettes, fresh 

child-sized head indentations on pillows.  Mommy, who sleeps in a church? Why don’t these 

children have a place to live?  The grown-ups haven’t fixed the problem- people, including lots 

of children, are homeless.  This week visitors came teach us- there are little children just like 

ours, with nowhere to live.  No where to put their backpacks and ballet shoes.  A visitor, in my 

own house of worship, reminded me that there is still so much work to be done.  So much 

justice to be sought. Reminding me to be thankful, so grateful, for the roof over my head, for 

the place I can store my back pack and dancing shoes, and hand out Halloween candy.  

Sometimes the visitor waits at the gate for us to come, like the Messiah waiting for the rich 

man.  Sometimes they come into our own neighborhood, our own house of worship, to remind 

us that the current system isn’t working.  That the promised time of peace and happiness won’t 

come until we welcome every visitor at the gate as if they are the Messiah, listening to what 

they have to teach us.   

Toward the beginning of the Seder meal we say a prayer that announces that our homes are 

open to visitors, to guests, that we want to share the Seder meal with anyone who comes to 

teach us. And the prayer laments that this year, as every year, there are slaves, there are 

homeless people, there are oppressed people. And finally, we pray that next year, please Spirit, 

next year, let it be different.  Let there be justice.   



We pray this Passover season for a world without oppression, for a world where no child, 

woman, or man is homeless.  We pray for houses of worship open to people different from us. 

Houses of worship open to purple-haired teenagers who don’t like to be looked at. People who 

don’t have a place for their ballet shoes. And we pray that our hearts and our meals remain 

open to these visitors with a lesson for us.  Who is the visitor in your life?  Who is standing at 

the gate ignored, waiting to give you news that will change your life?  Who is waiting to redeem 

you?   

Let them in.  With an open heart, let them in.  

May it be so. Blessed Be.    

 


