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             One morning early last week, my kids and I were leaving the house to head over 

here to the church.  It was Vacation Bible School week, one of our favorite times of the 

year, and we were eager to get here and make sure we were all set to greet the kids when 

they arrived.  But we were briefly delayed.  As we got into our carport, we noticed a bird 

in terrible distress.  We have a wooden carport, and there is a metal mesh (not chicken 

wire, but something similar) around the interior of it that is supposed to keep out birds, 

snakes, and other creatures.  On this particular  morning, the mesh had failed to do its job. 

 The bird had somehow managed to get about half of its body stuck behind the 

mesh, while one wing and the head were outside.  The poor creature couldn’t get the rest 

of its body behind the mesh (which, in the long run, wouldn’t have been helpful anyway), 

but it also couldn’t get free to fly away.  The bird was clearly scared, and the situation as 

it was could not continue.  The bird would either starve to death, or break a wing, or at 

the very least suffer a heart attack.  Sam and Greer and I felt ourselves in a fair amount of 

distress ourselves, watching this bird suffer.  Clearly, something had to be done.  But, ya 

know, we had to get to Bible School.  So I did what any self-respecting animal lover 

would do  - called in a reinforcement.  As the boys and I pulled out of our driveway, my 

husband Ed was in the carport with a pair of work gloves on his hands, getting the ladder 

out of our shed so he could get in position to rescue the poor bird.    

 Before we even got to the church, I had called home to find out the bird’s fate.  Ed 

had in fact been able to set the bird free, but he informed me that one of the bird’s legs 
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was mangled, the result of being tangled in the metal mesh.  I’m sure the bird was 

terrified of Ed and wished that there were some way she could free herself and not have 

to interact with a human.   Ed had the power in that moment – he could have tortured the 

bird or even killed it.  There are those who would do such a thing, just because they 

could.  But the bird had to take the risk of being at the mercy of an entity much larger and 

more powerful than she was, because there was no alternative.  To stay trapped in our 

carport would have meant slow, but certain, death.  “I’m not sure how the bird will do,” 

Ed said.  “Hopefully he will survive, but the leg is all messed up.”  Even free creatures 

carry scars.          

 I’ve been surprised by how many times I’ve thought about that bird over the past 

several days.  Even as I looked at it, I could see so much more there than one scared 

animal.  I could see people all over the world who are trapped.  They are trapped in 

circumstances and situations that cannot continue, for they are not compatible with the 

life God wants for us. In some cases, they are not compatible with life at all. People every 

day take enormous risks hoping to make a better life for themselves – or hoping to 

preserve their lives in the first place.       

 For the past couple of weeks, huge swathes of our country’s population have been 

saddened, outraged, and appalled by news of children being forcibly separated from their 

parents at our country’s border.  This has been heavy on my heart, and I suspect it is for 

many of you as well.  This is added to a general climate of our native born population 

being fearful of immigrants.  I’ve never really understood this...we are a nation of 

immigrants.  Unless we are descended from American Indians, we or our ancestors 

moved here at some point in time.  It’s merely a question of if the migration was several 
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generations ago or a few years.  I already had this on my mind, so imagine when I saw in 

the Presbyterian planning calendar that today has been designated “Immigration Sunday” 

by the PCUSA.  The people who designed our planning calendar could not have known 

two years ago what would be going on today - but seeing that in print felt like a message 

from the Holy Spirit.  We have talked about issues of hospitality and welcome and 

immigration before - not doubt we will again.  But we are living in times when Jesus’ 

command to love our neighbors as ourselves puts us severely at odds with the culture that 

surrounds us.  We need each other, and we need to discuss these hard things openly, if we 

are to have any hope of serving as an alternative witness in our world.  I’m proud to be a 

Presbyterian right now, because at our General Assembly meeting a couple of weeks ago 

the commissioners overwhelmingly and unequivocally condemned the family 

separations.                       

 I wonder if the reason so many people dislike and fear immigrants isn’t largely 

due to misinformation spread about them.  It doesn’t take more than a few clicks on the 

internet to find  egregious lies about immigrants - especially, it must be said, immigrants 

of color.  “They are coming to take our jobs.”  “They are coming to supplant white 

Anglo-Saxon culture.”  “They aren’t citizens, but they are voting in our elections.”  

“They want to take over.”  I get nervous whenever I read an article or see a news story 

about immigration issues that overuses the word “they.”  Where is the “we” in all this?  

Are we not all children of God?  Can we not find common ground and work together for 

the good of everyone?                                      

It’s especially worrisome that since the horror of 9/11, Muslim immigrants have been 

especially maligned.  That was an awful day, and people who lived through it do not necessarily 
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choose their visceral reaction to the Islamic faith and those who practice it.  As much as I 

disagree with us making decisions about people from a place of fear, I think I do understand how 

that happens.  But, when we think about these things rationally, we know that the actions of the 

9/11 perpetrators do not taint all Muslims (or should not) any more than the actions of Kevin 

McVeigh (a white male who claimed to be a Christian and blew up the Alfred Murrah building 

in Oklahoma City in 1996) should taint all Christians.  When we dig a little deeper and make 

sure we are getting our information from reliable news sources, it’s not hard to see that we are 

being manipulated - if we are kept in a state of fear, it is easier to make us look for scapegoats.  

And from there, it is only a few steps to the sinful behavior we have seen at the Texas/Mexico 

border.                           

 It’s going on in many other ways, too.  The wrenching footage of children crying for their 

parents in south Texas is just a part of what is happening.  Parents face deportation back into 

circumstances where their lives are threatened, just to get their children back.  Who should have 

to make a choice like that?  And why would people risk such a thing unless the threat to them in 

their home country was even greater than the possibility of a family being separated?  The whole 

way that we as a country are treating our immigrant population – and even more terrible, the way 

we treat people who WANT to migrate here – just does not feel right. And we SHOULD be 

uncomfortable about this - such behavior is in no way consistent with the God of the Hebrew 

Bible or the gospel of Jesus Christ.  There is a place for conversation about laws and rules and 

quotas and screening, but today we need to think about what it means to be a follower of Jesus 

and how we are called to live in relationship with other human beings, all of whom are created in 

the image of God.                                      
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The biblical call to hospitality and welcoming the stranger is unambiguous.  The four 

scriptures that I read this morning come from different historical periods, different contexts, but 

they give us a consistent message.  They are only a fraction of what our Bible has to say about 

this issue, but I deliberately chose words from God’s law (as it was laid out in Leviticus), from a 

prophet, and from the early church as they tried to embody the new covenant extended to the in 

Jesus Christ.  Across the board, from all these different periods, we are commanded to extend 

hospitality to strangers, to not oppress the alien, to love our neighbor as ourselves.   When we 

read these, we have a choice.   We can choose to walk into the trap that our culture has set for us.  

We can stoke our own fears by telling ourselves stories about how “they” have it in for “us.”  Or, 

we can consider the totality of the biblical witness.  We can move beyond our fear, listen to our 

hearts, and recognize the connection that transcends national borders - the oneness we have as 

children of God.                              

Two further quick thoughts about this.  I am fully aware that there are parts of the Bible 

that the wider church, after much prayer and study (over time) has decided are no longer norms 

that we need to live by.  For example, we no longer tell slaves to obey their masters.  We have 

recognized slavery for the abhorrent practice that it is, and are still repenting for the centuries 

that it was legally practiced in this country.  Another example is that fact that I have the privilege 

of standing up here and speaking today.  There was a time when, according to certain teachings 

in the Bible, I should not be allowed to do that.  God is still speaking in our world, and we 

constantly have to re-examine scripture in light of what we know now and how we understand 

the gospel in light of the world we live in.  I suppose it would be fair if someone asked “Well, 
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are the commands to welcome the stranger and treat the alien with justice outdated?  Are they 

part of a different time and no longer relevant to the times we live in?                              

I cannot tell you how to answer that question for yourself, all I can do is tell you what I 

feel in my own heart.  I give these instructions for how we treat the stranger extra consideration 

because, as I showed earlier, versions of them span the totality of the biblical canon, showing a 

pattern through time and different historical circumstances.  Plus, even though I didn’t read a 

gospel passage today, there are plenty of times when Jesus set the example of casting a bigger 

net, always widening the circle of who was accepted.  Think about when he healed the Canaanite 

woman - he didn’t allow her suffering to continue, just because she was not part of his ethnic 

group.  Finally, my experience of God and the love God showed to us in Christ is of MORE.  

More love, more justice, more people who are brought into the circle of God’s care.  Personally, 

I  give greater weight to the scriptures that lead in the direction of MORE than the scriptures that 

get used to try to build walls between people, determining who is in and who is out.                  

Each of us has to figure out on our own how we will respond to the scriptural messages about 

strangers and how we are to treat them.  My hope is that we will move consistently in the 

direction of welcome, comfort, empathy, and care.  We have to move out of a mentality of 

scarcity and fear and into one of abundance, gratitude, and willingness to share.                        

Let me just close by telling you about a sweet girl I met at Vacation Bible School - I’ll 

call her “K”.   She must be three or four years old - she was in the youngest class.  See this 

necklace I’m wearing today?  K made it.  Friday, as we were gathering here in the sanctuary for 

the closing of the week, I sat down next to K.  She was wearing these beads.     

 “Oh, K,” I said, “What a pretty necklace.  Did you make it in the marketplace?”  She 
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nodded.  We started with the singing and end of the week presentations.  A few minutes later I 

felt K tapping on my arm.  I turned to her, and she had taken her beads off.  She motioned for me 

to put my head down so she could put the beads around my neck.                               

“Oh honey, no,” I said.  “That’s your necklace.  You made it, you should take it home 

and wear it.”                                 

“I want you to have it,” she said.  I knew what I had to do.  I worried that she would later 

regret her impulsive gift to me, but when a four year old offers you a beaded necklace 

that they have made themselves, you take it.  To her, it was that simple.  “I want you to 

have it.”                            

 So what happens?  What is it that causes us to move from such natural generosity 

and kindness into a place of suspicion and fear?  What happens, and more importantly, 

how can we restore that innocence, that spirit of giving, that resides in K’s heart?  That 

may be the first step in moving from fear to a determined, radical hospitality.  Can we 

look at all that we have, and at the suffering of our neighbors, and say to them “I want 

you to have it.”  Can we  look beyond our fear and share our bounty with others?   May it 

be so. 

Amen.        

 

 


