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 Pay no attention to the title of this morning’s sermon.  In fact, I’ll be changing the title for 
a copy of the bulletin that goes into our permanent files here at St. Matthew.  Sometimes, we 
write and ponder and plan, and a sermon starts to take shape in our minds, and then BOOM 
something happens that throws all that out the window and we have to move in a different 
direction.  The correct title today is So Many Good Things.  So. Many. Good. Things.  So many 
good things, and so many good people.       
 I switched gears late in the week, because like many of you, I am distressed by the tone 
of debate in our society about issues related to immigration and who should be allowed to move 
here, and who should be able to stay. We are worried for children whose parents are in danger of 
being deported, and young adults who came here as children (with no say in the matter) and do 
not have legal status here.  Our hearts break for refugees whose lives have been wrecked by wars 
and natural disasters and who need a fresh start in a place that is safe.     
 Here at St. Matthew, we have been given a profound gift.  We have people sitting in this 
room right now who have lived here their entire lives, and whose families have been here for 
generations, sitting next to people who moved here maybe a few years ago, or who came here as 
children with their parents.  We get to hear about the beauty of their countries and the customs 
and traditions of their people.  As we navigate the storms of life together, we come to understand 
that we are more alike than different, and even our differences do not have to keep us apart.  We 
know that so much that is good comes to us from Africa.  Loyalty.  Kindness.  Humor.  Courage.  
Resilience.  So many wonderful treasures.        
  How can anyone think that it’s okay to refer to other countries, Haiti and El Salvador, as 
well as a whole continent, in a way that I cannot even repeat in this space?  This is not who we 
are.  Differences of opinion about public policy are part of living in a democracy – I have no 
quarrel with people who raise questions about immigration law.  Even if I disagree with them, I 
will defend their right to express those views and will do my darndest to search for common 
ground and move forward in a posture of love and respect.  But to refer to certain countries as… 
and imply that fewer of their people should be allowed to live here while people from European 
countries should be welcomed with open arms...I cannot look you all in the face and defend that.  
Nor can I just “let it go.”  To be silent is to imply agreement.  We cannot ignore this.  Silence is 
complicity.  It’s especially painful that something so inappropriate and untrue was said as we 
were entering into the weekend when we celebrate the birth of Martin Luther King.  We realize 
how far we still are from the fulfillment of Dr. King’s dream of a day when people are judged 
not by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.    
 Togo.  Ghana.  Nigeria.  Kenya.  Congo.  Malawi.  Cameroon.  Sierra Leone.  Liberia.  



Ethiopia.  Uganda.  These are African countries that are either currently represented in our 
congregation or that have been in recent years.  I could have missed some, and if so I apologize.  
Maybe I don’t say it often enough, but let me be clear this morning…if you were not born here, 
or your parents weren’t, and you mustered the courage to come to Montgomery County, 
Maryland looking for education or economic opportunity or to reunite with other family 
members (or any other reason) and you found your way to St. Matthew Presbyterian Church 
those of us who have always lived in the United States are glad you are here.  Being an 
ethnically and culturally diverse congregation has its challenges.  We will always be trying to do 
better, to live into God’s fondest dreams for us as a community.  Let me say though, that our 
diversity is also one of our greatest strengths.  We don’t fully understand each other’s world 
view, but we have an opportunity here to develop relationships and to learn about each other.  
We are a more complete manifestation of the people of God together than we can ever be apart.  
When we are at our best, a congregation like ours can provide a glimpse of the realm of God, of 
unity in a world that tries to do everything possible to cause us to look upon each other with 
suspicion and fear.            
 Luke 13:29-30 says that in the New Jerusalem “people will come from north and south, 
from east and west, and recline at table in the kingdom of God.”  We live in a time when we 
have to ask ourselves “Who are we going to be?”  Are we going to participate in this vision, 
make it the reality in which we dwell?  Or will we choose to believe the worst about people we 
do not understand, building fences (literal and metaphorical) to keep us separated, and tell 
ourselves stories that justify our biases?  Whenever we engage in that behavior, when we define 
some people as “other” because of where they were born or what they look like, we denigrate 
their humanity, and the image of God to be found in them.  And yet all over the Bible, in both the 
Old and New Testaments, we find admonitions to welcome the stranger and to extend hospitality 
to those who come seeking a place.  Just one example can be found in Hebrews 13:2 – “Do not 
neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.”  I 
do hope that we are not turning away angels in our need for security and self-protection.   
 I’ve only visited one African country so far, but I aspire to visit many more.  The three 
weeks that I spent in Kenya are indelibly etched in my memory.  I’ve never forgotten the 
glorious beauty of the Rift Valley, the dynamic worship in the Presbyterian Church of East 
Africa, and especially the gracious hospitality of the Kenyan people.  I was with a group from 
our presbytery, and we were treated like visiting royalty, everywhere we went.  Night after night, 
people invited us into their homes and prepared amazing feasts for us, sometimes without the 
luxury of electricity.  There are difficulties there, as there are anywhere.  Poverty, lack of 
education, minimal vocational opportunities – all of these are real issues – and part of what 
drives so many to seek a life in another country.   But no less real is the deep faith we witnessed 
in the people, the desire to work hard and make a positive contribution to the world, and a sense 
of familial connection that puts white America’s to shame.  We are all God’s children.  There is a 
small minority of people in any nation who do terrible things and behave like jerks.  But there 
are so many more who are good people who just want to live their lives and fulfill their potential.  
Beneath variations in skin tone and cultural practices and the ways we express our connection to 
the divine – we are human beings who need each other.  That’s true of our sisters and brothers 
from Spain or Somalia, Kenya or Korea, Haiti or Hungary                  



 It seems too amazing to be a coincidence that the New Testament passage today raises 
issues of location, place, home of origin.  Jesus’ first disciples are spreading the word about this 
extraordinary man who has come to change their lives and transform the world.  “We have found 
him,” Philip says to Nathaneal.  “We have found him about whom Moses in the law and also the 
prophets wrote, Jesus, son of Joseph from Nazareth.”  Philip immediately replies “Can anything 
good come out of Nazareth?”  “Come and see,” replies Philip.  Come and see.     
 I’ve wondered why Nazareth has such a negative connotation in this conversation.  
Today, Nazareth is a bona fide city of about 75,000 people.  Its citizens are primarily Arab, 
maybe 70% Muslim and 30% Christian.  At the time of Jesus’ birth, it was a tiny little village.  
Some biblical archaeologists estimate that is had maybe 450 people, but others say that number 
is way high, that it couldn’t have had more than 150.  In any case, it was hardly a bustling center 
of commerce or political life.  Other than that, though, there’s not much clarity as to why it gets 
such a bad rap.  Nathanael’s comment could have just reflected the snobbery of a city person 
who looks down on people from rural areas and small towns.  In any case, it was hard from him 
to grasp that the one for whom they had waited so long, Jesus, could hail from a backwater like 
Nazareth.  But places, and people, surprise us.  The person of Jesus emerged from Nazareth…but 
the face of Christ is everywhere.  So many good things come out of places that we don’t think 
are worthy of our attention.  So many good things and so many good people.   
 There are a couple of directions I could go at this point in my thought process.  On the 
one hand, I wanted to point out literary and musical talents and other artistic luminaries whose 
talent has come to us from obscure places and enriched our culture.  On another, I want to point 
out immigrants from developing countries who have served in the United States military, or 
started a fabulous non-profit that changes countless lives, entered public service, or any number 
of other wonderful contributions that these neighbors make.  Those people exist, for sure, and 
maybe another day we can hear their stories and contemplate what they have overcome.  But I 
want to leave that for now, because here’s the thing…it shouldn’t matter.  Even though I love it 
when the newspaper or other source lifts up someone who has come here and done amazing 
things, it also troubles me.  Why?  Because people who come here seeking a better life should 
not have to defend their own humanity.  They should not feel like they have to do something 
splendid to justify existing here in this space.   I would be as ecstatic as the next person if an 
immigrant from Haiti found a cure for cancer, but to each of you who comes here – you are 
enough, just as you are.  You do not have to make your case.  It is enough to be here and raise a 
family and go to work every day and be part of a community.  You are our sisters and brothers, 
and your pain is our own.  We will stand together.       
 Can anything good come out of Nazareth?  Only the greatest gift ever – Jesus Christ and 
the hope of redemption we find in him.  Can anything good come out of Haiti?  Or Sudan?  Or 
Zimbabwe?  Oh yes.  So many good things.  So many good people.  For each of you, and what 
you have brought to us, we can only say…thanks be to God.  Amen.      
    


