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God Is Stranger by Krish Kandiah 
 

Feel free to email me with thoughts and questions at 
mev.david@stnics.org.uk 

 
 

Chapter 1 (5th May) 
 

Adam and the Stranger: 
The God who turns up only to drive us away. 

 
Summary:  
 Kandiah begins with the story of a woman whose husband, whom she 
trusted implicitly, tried to telephone-scam her out of their money to fund his 
other family. Sometimes in friendships people act like total strangers. 
Kandiah says God is our friend, but he is also a stranger. In the Garden of 
Eden, Adam and Eve were God’s friends, yet they betrayed him and 
discovered the impact of sin. So they, and we, were displaced from the 
harmony of Eden; displaced within our relationships as they break down; 
displaced inside ourselves as we struggle with self-image and our mental 
health; and displaced from our relationship with God as we instinctively hide 
from him. God becomes a stranger as we all deal with the world’s brokenness. 
 
Notes: 

− Kandiah makes a really helpful point on p. 18. “God is simply a 
different order of being to us.” This just means God’s existence is 
completely different to ours. He is uncreated and always exists; we are 
created and need to receive our existence. He needs nothing; we need 
a planet, an atmosphere, food etc.. Hence why we face “‘cross-cultural’ 
communication issues with God.” If his way of existing is so different, 
his way of acting is sometimes bound to be bigger and stranger than 
our expectations. 

− Adam and Eve’s story in Genesis helps to shine a light on our 
behaviour, the nature of the world and the dynamics of our 
relationship with God. So it’s far more than what’s called a ‘theodicy’ 
(an explanation for why there is suffering in the world). 

 
Questions: 

1.  “… we have to wrestle with the fact that Scripture depicts God here as 
one who creates the first refugees and curses them with hardship…” 
(p. 23) How do you feel about God’s reaction to Adam and Eve?  

2. Do you find Kandiah’s response to God’s reaction helpful (especially p. 
24, the top of p. 27 and the bottom of p. 29)? 

3. Do you think God can be both stranger and friend? (See pp. 30-31) 
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4. Kandiah says we become dislocated within ourselves and with others, 
so we are exiles and strangers. But what hope does he suggest there is 
in the midst of suffering (pp. 34-38)? How do you feel about this 
challenge? 

 
 

Chapter 2 (12th May) 
 

Abraham and the Stranger:  
The God who turns up out of the blue. 

 
Summary: 
 Most adults suffer the fear of being a passenger in a car, but, Kandiah 
asks, we can trust God’s driving, right? He won’t make an “inappropriate 
manoeuvre”? (p. 40) We expected the God who gives us life to the full (John 
10:10), but faithful Christians can have their lives fall apart. So Kandiah turns 
to Genesis 18 and 19 to answer how we should treat God when he seems like a 
stranger to us. Rather than treat these strangers as disruptions or 
inconveniences (especially at a time when life may feel rocky), Abraham 
treats them as kings – and it turns out they are God (somehow…)! And in 
being open to those who are other to him, Abraham seeks to bless Sodom and 
Gomorrah – though the cities are ultimately destroyed. But it is by being 
hospitable in the midst of wrestling with these uncomfortable tensions that 
Abraham and Lot find God, learn from him and receive blessings.  
 
Notes: 

− Like in chapter 1, these stories are best not thought of as about 
‘theodicy’ (why there is suffering) or justifying God’s decisions. Rather 
they are an encounter with those decisions and what we might learn 
when God turns up in the midst of these tensions (whether we think he 
should do it like this or not!). 

− The key to this chapter is the reflection that, in the Garden of Eden, 
Adam and Eve hid from God because they were estranged. Now it’s 
God who actively hides himself from Abraham as a total stranger. (Not 
that Abraham fully knew or understood God beforehand anyway –
Abraham is still on a journey of learning.) If God turns up in 
unexpected places like that, then Abraham needs to be open to it when 
it might be happening. 

− The difference between Abraham and the people of Sodom is their 
reaction to the poor, the marginalised and the vulnerable as 
exemplified by the wandering strangers – their reaction to strangers 
and the strange situations. God may seem like a bad driver because the 
bad things and strange things happen, but in these stories he joins the 
people in their ambiguities and suffering, and blessing and judgement 
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are the differing results of the two situations. So the way we treat 
others when things seem inconceivably complicated for us can, at least 
sometimes, make a big difference because God ends up being 
mysteriously present – even if not always in the ways we choose. 
Note: this hospitable blessing of strangers in tense and 
challenging circumstances is focused on those who are poor and 
oppressed. It is not focused on preferring the abusers (in Sodom) 
at our expense. 

 
Questions: 

1. Have you ever thought about the scriptural examples Kandiah gives for 
God ‘being a bad driver’? (pp. 41-42) Do you have personal examples of 
this? 

2. How do you feel about the idea that, rather than immediately resolving 
the tensions in Abraham and Sarah’s life and in ours, God joins us by 
also experiencing those tensions, becoming a hungry refugee in this 
story?  (See pp. 48-49) 

3. What does Kandiah say about the manner of Abraham being invited to 
intercede for Sodom and Gomorrah and the form of the prayer (pp. 53-
55)?  

4. “These three tensions – of a God who calls us to things yet then seems 
to make it harder to achieve them… must impact the way we respond 
to the lordship of God in our lives.” (p. 58) Do these three tensions in 
Abraham’s praying (pp. 55-57) help you come to terms with the idea of 
God appearing to be a bad driver? 

5. Kandiah sees hospitality as the heart of the differences between 
Abraham’s and Lot’s experiences of the “incognito God”. Amidst all 
the tensions and uneasiness of the story of Sodom and Gomorrah, do 
you find Kandiah’s thoughts helpful (pp. 59-61)? 

 
 

Chapter 3 (19th May) 
 

Jacob and the Stranger:  
The God who turns up and picks a fight 

 
Summary: 
 “We will watch how things seem to get worse, not better, when God 
turns up… We will meet a saviour who wounds.” (p. 66) Jacob acts badly. He 
knows his guilt and shame; he keeps living with them and repeating mistakes. 
Kandiah says Jacob needs constant persuasion that God loves him and will 
bless him – Jacob doesn’t have to keep conniving, though he continues to do 
it. But in the end Jacob contends with God and, bruised and limping, opens 
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up to more of what God has for him. Somehow Jacob gets a fuller, more three-
dimensional life and understanding of God through the wounding encounter.  
 
Notes: 

− It’s common to think that Esau is the baddy and Jacob the one God 
favours. But it’s not that simple. Both Jacob and Esau receive God’s 
blessings in the end after an ongoing journey of mistakes (e.g. Genesis 
33:9-10). In fact Esau desires total reconciliation, whereas Jacob 
remains suspicious and avoids Esau (33:4, 9, 12-17).  

− I find it amazing how divine mercy peers through the cracks of the 
brothers’ toxic relationship as they wrestle with the lingering pain of 
their upbringing. Compare how Cain’s envy and anger overwhelmed 
him so that he killed his twin, Abel (Genesis 4); but Esau does better 
with his twin. [If you’re interested in this, see R.W.L. Moberly, The God 
of the Old Testament, ch. 4]. 

− This story of Jacob wrestling with God is important for feminist scholar 
Phyllis Tribble. She notes that Jacob’s pain and actions don’t get fully 
resolved or redeemed. But, somehow by wrestling with God and the 
hard questions, we can hope for some blessing and deeper 
understanding. And so it is with the ‘texts of terror’ in the Bible – 
those passages that seem awful – texts that may remain ambiguous, 
but with which we can keep on contending. 

− I don’t think this story gives us a rationale for all the brokenness and 
harmful patterns that happen (just like in Sodom and Gomorrah last 
week). We don’t get answers that make everything okay. Isaac, 
Rebekah, Jacob and Esau etc. simply make lots of mistakes. And 
Jacob’s behaviour continues to be messy as his sons suffer from Jacob 
favouring Joseph. Sometimes the pain, suffering and heartache are just 
‘there’ in our lives. But God still turns up out of the blue and we can 
wrestle with him, ourselves and our situations, and somehow get more 
out of this wrestling than we expect, even if the wounds and questions 
remain indefinitely. We can keep on wrestling with God as we get hurt 
in life and yet simultaneously grow – become more fully human – at 
least in time.  

 
Questions:  

1. “We find ourselves at the mercy of a God who wounds and [we] feel let 
down, deceived even, by a Saviour who does not save.” (p. 66) Do you 
resonate with Kandiah’s example from C.S. Lewis’s The Horse and His 
Boy and with the examples of Christians’ struggling with God? (pp. 64-
66) 

2. Have you ever considered Jacob’s totally dysfunctional upbringing and 
family life, and his conniving actions before? (For example, see pp. 67-
69, 76-77.) 
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3. How does Kandiah set up the event at Jabbok (pp. 79-80)? 
4. “The new name cannot be separated from the new crippling for the 

crippling is the substance of the name” (p. 83 – Walter Brueggemann). 
What do you think the story of Jacob wrestling with God teaches Jacob 
and us (pp. 81-83, 85)? 

5. Are you left encouraged by the story and/or Kandiah’s final reflections 
(pp. 87-88)? 

Chapter 4 (26th May) 
 

Gideon and the Stranger:  
The God who turns up way too late 

 
Summary: 
 We all have stories in which people, usually family members, drive us 
up the wall because of their timing. But what about God? What about when 
he seems to leave things too late in the day?  
 Israel is already defeated, people are already dead, when God calls 
Gideon – an unremarkable and ill equipped person – to be a warrior-leader. 
And God’s solution looks remarkably weird and stupid on first glance. So, as 
with Gideon, God’s way of delivering us (later than we would have planned it) 
may look strange or downright bad. But he does turn up; and when we cry out 
to God, “Perhaps we need to be careful what we wish for: when we ask God to 
make himself present to us, we could find ourselves with a job to do.” (p. 102) 
 
Notes: 

− Gideon treats this stranger, the angel of the LORD, very differently to 
Abraham in chapter 2 (Genesis 18). Abraham has open arms. Gideon is 
understandably miserable, and it shows. But this is no barrier to God 
and it reflects another way in which we can continue to interact and 
grapple with God imperfectly, even when we don’t feel kind or 
hospitable. 

− Kandiah opens with and mentions situations in which God turns up 
late but that aren’t a result of ‘divine judgement’, such as earthquakes 
– situations that we’re not responsible for. So perhaps it’s best to 
summarise his reflections on Gideon like this: God will turn up when 
we’re in a bad place – it’s not all over. So what will our response be 
when we feel let down by God and his timing? First, are we open to 
him turning up in the every day stuff? Perhaps in ways we least expect, 
notice or want him to? And, secondly, have we looked inside ourselves 
and asked whether we’ve set up barriers that are keeping God out?  

 
Questions: 
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1. Kandiah gives lots of examples of when God seems to turn up late (pp. 
90-92). Do you/ would you ever feel bitter or frustrated when, God 
does turn up in the end, but much later than we feel is right? 

2. God comes to Gideon in the ordinary, and when Gideon isn’t happy 
with God because Israel has already been devastated (pp. 97-99). Do 
you think it’s easy to close off both from expecting God’s presence in 
the day-to-day things and from hospitality, especially during hard 
times?  

3. In what ways is God a stranger and does God use strangers as Gideon 
defeats the Midianites (pp. 101, 106-108)?  

4. What have you learned from the end of Gideon’s story (pp. 111-114, 
especially pp. 113-114)? 

 
 

Chapter 5 (2nd June) 
 

Naomi and the Stranger:  
The God who doesn’t turn up at all 

 
Summary: So far in the book, God has turned up in each the stories we’ve 
looked at. He’s been a stranger and acted strangely, but he’s turned up. In 
Ruth, however, God doesn’t appear as a person or speak through a prophet or 
angel; there is no conversation with God. Everything that happens in Ruth 
takes place without God being ostensibly at work, without God directly 
turning up or speaking into the situation. Things get so bad that Naomi 
changes her name to Mara, meaning ‘bitter one’, when she should have been 
able to breathe a sigh of relief at being back home in Bethlehem. Naomi’s 
purpose, identity and sense of self are lost in God’s absence. Yet ultimately 
God works silently and unspectacularly through the kindness of strangers to 
release positive change in their lives. 
 
Notes: 

− Sometimes when we’re going through a tough period, when God 
already feels absent, we nevertheless notice some way that God is 
speaking to us. Perhaps it’s through a prayer, scripture, a chain of 
events, or perhaps through somebody – a friend or stranger. We may 
not always like what he says, which is part of what we’ve been 
exploring in the previous chapters, but at least there is some way in 
which he speaks to us. In Ruth, however, God does not speak, and this 
compounds the experience of God’s absence. Tragedy after tragedy 
hits Naomi, and the narrator doesn’t even give us the quiet whisper of 
God’s voice. Theologically we can say God is always present and at 
work, but that doesn’t take away from the oppressive feeling of us 
hearing and seeing only God’s absence. Even when things work out in 
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the end and we can praise God again, there may be a strange silence 
from God himself about it.  

− In Ruth God manifests his goodness and purpose through human 
characters and circumstances. But he does this at a distance – silently 
and over time. God hasn’t manifested himself or his goodness in 
obvious standout moments, but Naomi and Ruth can reflect that God 
has blessed them in the end, in the midst of difficult situations. 

− Like Jacob, Naomi is grappling with God as her life falls apart and it 
results in a new name. But while God names Jacob, this time God is so 
silent that Naomi names herself instead, an inverse of Jacob’s 
situation. Her grappling looks hopeless and lost. Her options have run 
out. Jacob at least had a future. But Naomi manages to hold onto what 
little she can of God’s cloak just long enough to get a blessing through 
her deep connection with Ruth. 

 
Questions: 

1. What difference does Kandiah note between our previous stories and 
the book of Ruth (pp. 117-118)? Do you resonate with this?  

2. What do you think Naomi’s speech (sending Orpah and Ruth away) 
and Ruth’s response say to us when all we can hear is God’s deafening 
silence (pp. 123-127)? 

3. What do you think Boaz’s generosity teaches us? Does it seriously 
critique us (pp. 129-134)? 

4. What does Kandiah conclude this story teaches us about the silence of 
God, and do you agree (pp. 140-141)? 

 
 

Chapter 6 (9th June) 
 

David and the Stranger: 
 The God who used to turn up 

 
Summary:  
 Once again the issue is about when life turns sour and God feels like a 
distant stranger to us. This time we look at it from a different angle as we 
reflect on the tense experience of knowing how God used to be present. 
“What do we do with a God who used to turn up and now doesn’t?” (p. 146) 
Kandiah uses Psalm 69 to explore how we can pour out and transfer our raw 
emotions to God. We can express our anger and disappointment and cry out 
for God to do something. Even the great hero of faith, David, goes through 
this experience. And perhaps in the midst of all this we can learn to turn to 
God even as we feel pushed away. 
 
Notes: 
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− I think it’s an interesting and tantalising reflection that David had 
confidence in God and much success in exterior battles, but he 
struggled with battles inside himself – battles with his character and 
psychology. (See p. 146.) And it’s in these battles that David might 
have felt God’s absence the most. Perhaps this chimes with our 
experiences of wrestling with God as we look at David’s story. 

− Kandiah notes the story of when God previously turned up in David’s 
life and struck Uzzah dead, without what seems like any just cause. 
Why do this while God does not deal with those who execute their evil 
intent? Kandiah makes the helpful comment that we won’t fully 
perceive what God is up to in the world’s injustices on this side of 
eternity; and “it may be arrogant of us to think that our minds are able 
to grasp the intricacies and interwoven causal connections in our 
universe.” (p. 152) Sometimes things just seem to happen and we can’t 
grasp it all, or even realise what it is we should be grasping. Perhaps 
the moments of elucidation, when we are able to grasp a small part of 
what God is up to, can carry us through the troubling holes in our 
understanding. But encouragingly there is hope that either way, like 
David, we can move on from this concern in certain ways and in 
certain seasons of our lives (although the tumultuous times at the 
heart of Kandiah’s chapter are still to come for David…). 

− On pp. 157-159 Kandiah discusses David’s desire for reconciliation 
with God as a response to this absence David now feels (Psalm 69:16-
21). Kandiah’s comments are helpful, although it is worth pondering 
that the nature of this reconciliation isn’t necessarily about needing 
forgiveness and liberation from guilt, as Kandiah takes it. It could be 
that David hasn’t done anything wrong (this time), yet a strange 
distance between them has simply come about. The broken fracturing 
of our world clings to us and disrupts our lives, but not all that 
brokenness is our moral failure. 

 
Questions: 

1. “The sharing of food can be a dangerous and life-changing 
occupation.” (p. 145) Hospitality has been a constant theme in this 
book. How and why is it important to the course of David’s life (and 
ours)? 

2. What went wrong in David’s life, and is this a familiar story for you 
(pp. 147-150)?  

3. Kandiah notes that David asks for four things at the end of Psalm 69: 
rescue (pp. 155-157); reconciliation (pp. 157-159); retribution (pp. 
159-167, especially pp. 161-162, 163-164); and – more positively and 
hopefully – redemption (pp. 168-169).     
 Which of David’s four responses strikes and helps you the most 
if you imagine that you feel God is painfully absent in your life, but he 
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was present before? [Spend time going through at least one of them in 
the book. Below are some suggested questions.] 

− Rescue: Which are you? Do you struggle to pray for rescue, 
or struggle to pray for anything else? 

− Reconciliation: Do you feel gripped by confidence and trust 
in God’s goodness and mercy? 

− Retribution: By being honest about your feelings of 
vengeance and anger, do you feel you’re giving them away to 
God? 

− Redemption: Does remembering the past give you 
confidence in the future, or does it intensify the pain of 
God’s current absence? 

 
 

Chapter 7 (16th June) 
 

Isaiah and the Stranger:  
The God who turns life upside down 

 
Summary:  
 Prejudgement and assumptions often blind us to truth and close our 
minds to things outside of our expectations or desires. Kandiah writes how 
Israel made generalisations about God and took this for granted, falling into 
destructive habits. So God sends Isaiah to speak to a people “comfortable in 
their knowledge of God and yet profoundly mistaken about him.” (p. 173) 
Isaiah is thus relevant to Christians too.  
 God’s strangeness is expressed in the grandeur and dangerous holiness 
in Isaiah 6, and God calls Isaiah to speak God’s words that will actually close 
Israel’s ears as God works to turn Israel’s life totally upside down. In the end 
we learn from Isaiah that blessing and keeping company with the 
Godforsaken is how we actually come to find God – we might find that God 
enters our home when a stranger comes in. 
 
Notes: 

− The term ‘theophany’ just refers to a vision or face-to-face encounter 
with God. 

− It is possible that Isaiah’s vision comes as he steps into the Holy of 
Holies, the most sacred part of the Temple, where heaven and earth 
overlap most tangibly. And it’s as he opens his eyes in that sacred 
space that he sees something of how things really are. When God turns 
up, he exposes Israel’s spiritual state and calls Isaiah to disrupt this 
state.  

− Often the passages in Isaiah about unacceptable worship to God are 
taken to mean God’s displeasure at our inner attitudes and 
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motivations during Sunday worship: “Israel didn’t really mean their 
worship.” But, as Kandiah points out, these passages are actually about 
expanding our worship beyond the good stuff we do in church, such as 
reverence for sacraments and Sunday activities. So John Goldingay 
muses that for some of us today Isaiah’s call might actually be the 
other way around: we need more reverence and dedication on a 
Sunday because we’re aware of social justice in our weekdays or God 
being with us wherever we are. 

− So far in the book we’ve encountered God in numerous strange and 
bewildering ways that challenge many of our expectations about him. 
We’ve seen him turn up as a nomadic traveller, a man violently 
wrestling with Jacob, a God who arrives late in the day and a God who 
is entirely invisible throughout. This time God reveals his full and 
dazzling splendour, the kind of majesty and raw power that we might 
expect from the creator of the entire universe. Perhaps up to this point 
we’ve seen God interacting with humans in various kinds of gentler 
and less extraordinary ways. Here we see heaven and earth come 
together and it’s dangerous and earth shattering. Yet it’s the same God 
every time, reflecting just how many strange interactions human 
beings can have with him and perhaps how prepared we need to be for 
God dealing with us in fresh ways. 

 
Questions: 

1. Do you feel challenged by the list of prejudices Kandiah sets out (p. 
171)? 

2. What do you think we can take away from the contrast of Isaiah’s and 
Gideon’s theophanies (p. 177)? 

3. In what ways does Kandiah say Isaiah’s vision is disruptive (pp. 178-
180)?  

4. “[I]ntimacy with those suffering injustice leads to intimacy with God.” 
(p. 194) How do you think loving God and loving strangers connect? 
(See pp. 185-186, 194) 

5. How does Isaiah’s message turn our lives/ our culture upside down? 
(See especially pp. 187-193) 

 
 

Chapter 8 (23rd June) 
 

Ezekiel and the Stranger:  
The God who turns up the volume 

 
Summary:  
 In this chapter we meet Ezekiel in exile, who encounters God in a 
vision while sitting by a river. Ezekiel is part of a group who have been 
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forcibly relocated away from family, familiarity and God’s home – the 
Temple. But God meets him in a bewildering vision to set Ezekiel on a 
journey of prophesying to Israel. Through Ezekiel God turns up the volume, 
raises the stakes, and uses stark and provocative language to enrage and 
move us to action – to disrupt and change the record. God is stranger in this 
chapter, not just through the perplexing weirdness of the opening vision, 
with wheels and fire and storms, but also through the use of abhorrent 
metaphor in which a promiscuous wife is brutalised by her lovers. This raises 
worthwhile questions about sexual abuse and exploitation, domestic 
violence, misogyny and other heavy topics. But this is not supposed to be 
pleasant; it is meant to be horrifying and shocking as God communicates the 
pain and fury he feels at Israel’s actions. Will this provoke us into action and 
change? Is God speaking loudly enough for us yet? 
 
Notes: 

− Like in Isaiah’s vision, we see through Ezekiel’s eyes the splendour and 
raw glory of God. But we can picture Isaiah’s vision relatively well. 
Ezekiel’s is weird… a thunder cloud spewing lightning, with fire which 
also has the vague form of four humanoid figures, with wheels 
intersecting wheels… and this was the ‘appearance of the likeness of 
the glory of the LORD.’ There’s a deliberate vagueness here, an 
inability for words to grasp God’s form – ‘appearance of the likeness’. 
Even though these things probably meant a lot more to Ezekiel and his 
audience than they do to us, the divine appearance is still fearsome 
and weird and hard to describe or comprehend. 

− These visions come while Ezekiel is in exile. He was taken in the first 
wave of relocation, when Babylon first invaded Judah. The final 
destruction of Jerusalem hasn’t quite happened yet. Ezekiel’s visions, 
like Isaiah’s, peer into heaven and see the way things really are: they 
are revelations about the present and the past. 

− There are multiple instances of women being abused in our Bible in 
one way or another. Judges 19 is particularly graphic. This is not an 
easy topic to discuss or resolve – nor should it be. But no examples 
that I can think of are described as good or correct behaviour. And 
Judges 19 for instance is precisely about how morality and life are 
getting worse and worse in Israel. So, as Kandiah says, their presence 
in scripture does not legitimise this behaviour. Often scripture is silent 
about what should or should not have happened. In fact this silence in 
the text about the violence and abuse it describes provokes us to ask 
how we are going to respond to reading it, since the text doesn’t 
prescribe just one or even any reactions we should have. However 
acceptable or unacceptable things were back when these words were 
written, how will we read them and then respond to the same 
abhorrent behaviour around us today? 
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− We are told the original interpretation of Ezekiel’s vision of the dry 
bones: the corpse of the nation is going to be revived as God brings the 
exiles back from foreign lands, bringing Israel back to life. But in new 
contexts it takes on fresh meaning. In Jesus we have the hope of 
resurrection life, that even death won’t stop us in the end; and, during 
this pandemic, there is no dead situation that God can’t revive in some 
way. 

 
Questions: 

1. Read the opening of Ezekiel’s first vision (pp. 200-201) and picture it. 
What do you see? Do you take anything meaningful away from it? [The 
answer may simply be ‘no’!] 

2. How does the image of God on his heavenly chariot challenge you (pp. 
202-203)? 

3. How do you feel about the fact our Bible includes the image of a 
woman, tossed away at birth, adopted and then married by the 
husband, before committing adultery and being brutalised by her 
lovers – with God as the furious, even violent husband?  

4. Do you find Kandiah’s four angles of approaching this brutal image 
helpful (pp. 215-218)? 

5. Do you feel like God has turned up the volume to cut through the noise 
and our dulled hearts in order to shock us into action? Or do you feel 
heavy and unhappy with this chapter? 

 
 

Chapter 9 (30th June) 
 

Mary and the Stranger:  
The God who turns up in all the wrong places 

 
Summary: 
 We now jump ahead to the New Testament and perhaps to an 
extremely familiar story that we haven’t reflected on as much as we ought. In 
this chapter we follow Mary, Joseph and Jesus as God ‘turns up in all the 
wrong places’. God becomes incarnate, a human being called Jesus, and lives 
through adoption, being a refugee, poverty and encounters of people of low 
status and suspicion. Perhaps we need to think again about how strangely 
God acts in the Christmas story and challenge ourselves with (re)new(ed) 
forms of hospitality in light of the God who became homeless amongst his 
own people. 
 
Notes: 

− Kandiah mentions (p. 232) how Matthew quotes a passage from Hosea: 
“Out of Egypt I have called my son.” (Matthew 2:15; Hosea 11:1) 
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Matthew says that Jesus ‘fulfils’ this by becoming a refugee in Egypt. 
In what way is Jesus fulfilling Hosea? Richard Hays argues that this is 
part of a series of parallels Matthew is making between Jesus and 
Israelites of the past, such as ones Kandiah points to, like the 
experiences of Israel in Egypt when Pharaoh killed infant babies but 
Moses survived – and now Jesus escapes Herod’s clutches. In the same 
way Hosea speaks of God calling and saving his son, Israel, out of 
Egypt, and now Matthew describes Jesus as a true Israelite, 
participating in many of their experiences down the ages. He truly is 
the representative of God’s people and Jesus shares in all they are and 
suffer. Jesus is therefore Immanuel, ‘God with us’, in a deeply personal 
and tangible way by joining in with their and our experiences. 

 
Questions: 

1. Discuss the stories of John and Nicholas Winton (Pp. 223-224). Now 
we’ve come most of the way through the book, how many aspects in 
their stories do you detect of our book’s broad theme – how God acts 
‘stranger’ or through ‘strangers’? 

2.  Kandiah compares their stories to Jesus. Have you ever considered the 
themes of refuge and adoption in Jesus’s story (pp. 225, 231-232)? 

3. In Mary’s and Jesus’s story, how is God both finally not a stranger and 
yet stranger still (pp. 226-227)? 

4. How does God ‘turn up in all the wrong places’? And what does this 
mean for where we should look for him and how we should act? (E.g. 
pp. 231, 234-236) 

5. Do you now read the Christmas story differently? 
 
 

Chapter 10 (7th July) 
 

You and the Stranger: 
The God who turns up the heat 

 
Summary: 
 We have covered several uncomfortable passages – texts we’d rather 
ignore. Today we encounter a parable of Jesus that describes judgement and 
Gehenna (often translated as ‘hell’). This chapter covers a lot and we could 
talk about many aspects of how God is stranger in it. So Kandiah explores 
how God acts as a stranger to us, his children, by levelling a fiery and 
uncomfortable warning call. But both Kandiah and the parable dwell more on 
what Jesus is motivating us to do: to seek out and care for the strangers 
around us. When we fail to clothe the naked or to welcome strangers into our 
family, we are told that we are doing this to Jesus himself, which – in the 
imagery of this parable – is exposed before the very judgement seat of God. 
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Notes: 
− It is worth noting at this point that there is no single uniform picture 

or impression of ‘hell’ in our New Testament, whatever that meant to 
the NT authors (they don’t use a word ‘hell’, or even the same term). 
Jesus talks provocatively about Gehenna, a valley in Jerusalem where 
certain Israelites once sacrificed babies, and at other times about a 
dark place with weeping and gnashing of teeth; whereas Revelation, 
full of highly symbolic language, opts for a bright, fiery lake. The Old 
Testament contains yet more diverse images and understandings of 
judgement and what comes after it. We don’t have a single ‘dogmatic’ 
and coherent overview. Similarly we are each going to arrive today 
with different senses of what is going on and what the text is on about. 
So, like we have mentioned throughout the book, we should come 
open to being surprised by a truth stranger than we expected or 
originally thought possible. 

− We need to be careful about how we treat parables – they are stories 
that use familiar images we can picture in our minds in order to strike 
a particular point or response. They are not absolute or systematic 
presentations of truth. Thus the parable of the sower is not an 
exhaustive list of what might happen when the Gospel is shared. Or 
think of the parable in which the shepherd leaves the 99 to go after 
one lost sheep. This does not communicate to us that, sometimes, God 
abandons you and me to our own devices so that he can go after 
hapless Joe or Jill (imagine the chaos we’d create!); rather the parable 
causes us to marvel at how cherished we are by God. And likewise we 
should probably read the parable of the sheep and goats as primarily 
gearing us towards one or two particular thoughts and responses. 

− There are many challenges in this chapter, but I am particularly struck 
by Kandiah’s words on p. 254. Meeting physical needs is not sufficient 
– it is not the end of the parable’s or Jesus’s challenge. The church is 
called to be a “replacement family”. I wonder how often we (I!!) really 
live this out. 

 
Questions: 
 There is a lot in this chapter, so here’s a smorgasbord of questions from 
which you can select the ones you want to discuss. But I suggest that you ensure 
you cover questions 1, 5 and 7. 
 

1. Are Kandiah’s “fire-and-brimstone” preachers familiar to you? What 
does he say, and might you say, is wrong with this kind of evangelism 
(pp. 238-239)? 

2. Kandiah rightly highlights that in the parable the criterion for 
judgement is enacting hospitality to strangers (p. 243), yet there is no 
mention of faith. How do you feel about this? (See also pp. 250-251.) 
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3. “As we have been seeing again and again, welcoming the stranger 
proves true worship of God.” (p. 245) Do you think the church has 
missed this pervasive and critical theme in scripture, not taking it 
seriously enough? 

4. How easy do you think it is to be/ become a goat? (Check out pp. 246-
248.) 

5. Kandiah claims this parable is aimed towards disciples rather than 
unbelievers (pp. 249-250). Does this change your understanding of the 
parable and its purpose? 

6. Is the story of Kandiah’s Kenyan friend a familiar one (pp. 253-254)? 
7. Read the quote from Basil of Caesarea (p. 255) and Kandiah’s final 

paragraph (p. 257). What are we going to do about this?  
 
 

Chapter 11 (14th July) 
 

Jesus and the Stranger: 
The God who turns up as good as dead 

 
Summary: 
 Now the cross stands front and centre of our study. But is it the cross 
and Passion story we think we know? Have we sanitised the core event of our 
faith? Kandiah likens the cross to ISIS’s videos of degrading celebrations of 
execution, beheading their prisoners, videos that induce fear and despair in 
ISIS’s enemies. Jesus was killed like a slave or terrible criminal. Yet this is 
how God wins. It’s where Jesus is enthroned. And this is not all. “Turning up 
for his inauguration as King of Heaven, Jesus brings a convicted criminal as 
his plus one.” (p. 270) “At the heart of the atonement is divine hospitality, 
where God invites the undeserving and unexpected to come home with him.” 
(p. 269)  
 [Note: Atonement simply means the way in which Jesus defeats evil 
and saves us from sin, making us at-one(-ment) with God.] 
 
Notes: 

− Our second question today forces us to pay careful attention to our 
vocabulary in regards to others. I hadn’t previously considered how 
‘stranger’ is at least sometimes used as a pejorative – a ‘put-down’ of 
someone different to me. This word is a the centre of our book, but 
perhaps we should consider how our very use of the term ‘stranger’ 
and designation of others may affect those we are describing. 

− P. 261 neatly puts what is probably the most important application of 
the book: the church has got it dangerously wrong. It is known for 
hostility and not hospitality, judgement and not friendship. Whatever 
the reasons and possible misconceptions wrapped up in this, if society 
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views us this way then something is shockingly wrong and needs to 
change quickly. 

− As Kandiah relates (p. 268), for many of us who go through intense 
pain or long-term trauma, a distant, non–suffering God may seem 
obtuse, unlovable and un–relatable. But Christians believe in God 
himself hanging on the cross. Writing in the wake of the Holocaust, 
this was Jürgen Moltmann’s central contention in the highly 
influential The Crucified God. God’s very method of salvation, 
revelation and invitation is through the barbarity of human suffering 
and evil imagination; God himself participates in every depth of 
human despair and misery, whether it’s from nature or contrived by 
other humans. God’s death changes everything. 

− One thing I love about the idea above – that God himself joined with 
our every bodily, mental and spiritual human experience, every joy and 
every pain – is that there is a hint of hope in distress. When we are 
most disenfranchised, most at risk, most in turmoil, it is then that we 
might – just maybe – come closest to God, the God who died for and 
with us. 

− Kandiah stresses throughout this chapter that it is the outcasts and 
damned, those previously prevented from entering God’s community, 
that truly see Jesus for who he is. The criminals and unholy are the 
ones who have open eyes and perceive the crucified God in torment. So 
we should have greater faith that this God is at work in the lives of the 
most distressed and least desired in our society, that these strangers 
actually can recognise God in Jesus. 

 
Questions: 

1. Kandiah begins with an anecdote about hospitality, saying how his 
mum’s and Jesus’s lives and acts of hospitality had both been 
influenced by earlier stories and experiences (pp. 258-260). Does this 
trigger any stories from your life that you feel challenged to pay 
greater attention to?   

2. Kandiah astutely highlights that social outcasts are called ‘sinners’ in 
Luke, but today we use the subtler pejorative ‘strangers’ (p. 260). Have 
you noticed ‘stranger’ as a negative adjective before today? Who then 
do we call ‘strangers’? 

3. How does Kandiah describe the barbarity of Jesus’s crucifixion (pp. 
265-267, 270)?  

4. Kandiah argues the cross is the result of Jesus not conforming to his 
people’s expectations (p. 265). How do you make sense of God 
crucified – the creator of life unexpectedly dying a torturous death? 

5. Read Kandiah’s comments about God becoming a stranger on p. 272. 
Do you feel in danger of keeping the wrong or overly right/proper 
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company? Do we need Jesus’s “spirit of costly hospitality to infect our 
lives and begin a revolution around us?” (p. 278) 

 
 

Chapter 12 (21st July) 
 

Cleopas and the Stranger: 
The God who turns up in the end 

 
Summary:  
 In this final chapter, Kandiah makes a throwaway comment that 
encapsulates the central challenge and lesson this book gives us: 
“Throughout this book we have seen that when God is a stranger to us, there 
is good reason. It forces us to wrestle with the tough questions about who 
God really is.” (p. 284) 
 
Notes: 

− Read p. 291. Perhaps the most important sacral space is around a 
coffee table or dining table with friends, fellow Christians and 
particularly total strangers. It is here Christ reveals himself to these 
followers who presumably had known him well. It is here that the 
Apostles receive the first Eucharist. It is here that many sinners and 
social rejects – as well as social insiders – heard and received from 
Jesus. It is here that Jesus was himself sometimes welcomed. It is here 
lives can be transformed and sustained in a more poignant and 
essential way than I think we often recognise.  

− Kandiah starkly puts across to us his own experiences of how he has 
lived out this welcome in very direct ways. He has welcomed strangers 
into his home through fostering (and in many other ways if you check 
out his life!). So if we take Jesus’s activity and teaching seriously, 
Kandiah really does level a hefty question our way: “Will we join in 
God’s great welcome feast?” (p. 295) To do this, we need to play host 
and guest, sometimes both of these in our own homes – after all, Jesus 
almost becomes the host in the disciples’ home.  

− On pp. 298-299 Kandiah, through Rodney Stark, highlights just how 
central hospitality was to the early church and how important it was to 
the Gospel spreading around the Roman world. Hospitality changed 
lives during those early days when there was a mix of hostility, ridicule 
and apathy directed towards Christianity. Sound familiar? 

 
Questions: 

1. How were Cleopas and his companion feeling? (pp. 283-284) 
2. What does Kandiah, and what do you, draw from Cleopas’s state of 

mind and failure to recognise Jesus (pp. 284-288)? 
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3. How does Jesus play the role of both guest and host at meals, and what 
do you take away from this (pp. 291-294)?  

4. “It brought a foretaste of eternity into the present.” (p. 297) How does 
Kandiah connect the life of the early church to our future hope (pp. 
296-297)?  

5. Read his final paragraph (pp. 299-300). Do you feel Kandiah has shown 
you just how critical justice, hospitality and humility are to both the 
world and to a living and exciting (!) faith?  

 
 

Conclusion (Bonus Notes!) 
 

Although we won’t read it together as a group, why not read Kandiah’s final 
chapter, his conclusion, where he joins the dots of much of what we’ve been 
talking about throughout.  
 He makes uncomfortably clear how we engrain ‘stranger danger’ in our 
kids, yet the worst crimes happen among those close to us. Xenophobia is 
familiar to most of us. But do you, like Kandiah, have stories where 
strangers have been unbelievably kind and honest rather than 
dangerous? (pp. 301-302) 
 We’ve gone the whole book talking about strangers and hospitality 
without mentioning the quintessential parable of the Good Samaritan. (pp. 
305-307) But here Kandiah relates it to where we’re at now. Like the Torah 
expert asking Jesus “Who is my neighbour?”, are you unsure how to (or 
are you secretly reluctant to) start being hospitable? Through this 
familiar story Kandiah presses home the applicability of his message: the 
opportunity for hospitality is not far away but all around us all the time. No 
one is beyond our attention. And, perhaps most challengingly and 
distubringly of all, “there is no amount of religious knowledge sufficient to 
replace hospitality.” (p. 305) How vital does hospitality now feel to you at 
the end of this book? What difference will this make? 

 


