
Will you pray with and for me? Loving God, we seek to do justice and 
receive mercy. May all our actions and thoughts lead us in your paths of 
grace. Amen. 

My, but it’s a patriotic time of year! We’ve had Memorial Day, and Flag Day, 
and yesterday was Canada Day for our neighbors to the north, and 
Independence Day is coming up on Tuesday—red, white and blue all the 
time! And in many ways that’s been a good thing—the US at its best has 
indeed been a beacon of light, a place where people came as a refuge 
from pogroms in Russia, from famines in India and Ireland and Africa, from 
dictators in Africa and South American and South East Asia; they came to 
start companies in an environment more hospitable to their industry, or to 
help family who had already started one. Most of us here are only a few 
generations removed from those immigrants—two or three, maybe more. 
I’ve been doing some research on my family, and on my mother’s side, it’s 
actually quite far back, five or six generations—Irishmen landed in Virginia, 
were hardscrabble farmers and moved gradually west, ending up in—
guess where? Southern Illinois, not far from Springfield. Most of our 
ancestors, those of here in this room, came from Europe, the 
Mediterranean or Middle East, or South Asia. Poland, England, Italy, 
Ireland, Armenia, Holland, France, Czechoslovakia, Germany—the usual 
European mix. Some Americans, of course, did not come here by choice—
kidnapped sold into slavery from several nations in Africa—and they too, 
added to the mix, both before and after slavery was, at least nominally, 
abolished. That mix became more varied over the years—my son’s high 
school was much more diverse—students from several African nations, 
South American nations, South Asia, Asia. Yes, it was in a suburb of 
Washington DC, but I am willing to bet Lyons Township is just as diverse! 
My best friend is Japanese-American—her father was an American 
serviceman stationed in Hawaii who met a Japanese-American woman 
from Hawaii. She married first an Iranian, then in her second marriage a 
Pakistani. Her son from her first marriage—who is Japanese, Caucasian, 
and Iranian by race, married a Chinese women, and they now have a son, 
William—who would give the KKK nightmares, and more power to William, 
adorable and bright child that he is! 

And let us not forget whose land this was originally; this land, Turtle Island, 
was first the home of the First Nations, Native Americans; the US and 
Canadian governments took the land by trickery and lies and continues to 



do so. There is deep injustice there that must be addressed, too. 

When we, the US, have been at our best, we have welcomed the refugees 
and honored our treaties. We have lived the words engraved on the Statue 
of Liberty. We have shared what we have; we have kept our treaties with 
the Native Americans—shamefully rarely—we have welcomed the 
wanderer and the homeless and those displaced by war. We have done so 
through much of our history—from the 1848 failed revolution in Germany, to 
the Irish in their many uprisings, to Russian Jews escaping pogroms at the 
turn of the 1900s, to displaced persons after World War One, and then 
Jews in the 1930s and 40s—far too few and too grudgingly—to those 
escaping the constant revolutions in Central and South America and in 
various African countries in the 1950’s, 60’s, and beyond. No, we did not 
always do enough. But we did something. And sometimes we were quite 
heroic. 

What has happened to us as a nation? How have we forgotten, dropped, 
laid aside, our pride in our role as a refuge for the war-battered, the 
marginalized, the unwanted of other nations? That was what made us 
strong. Not just the new blood, the new ideas and the natural loyalty of new 
citizens, but the diversity itself—that is a strength and a blessing. 

Always, always, always, God calls for hospitality to the stranger and the 
refugee. They are to be welcomed in, given a place to stay, food, clothing, 
to be treated well—“for you were aliens,” God says to the Hebrews, “in the 
land of Egypt.” And Jesus says that the way we treat strangers and 
refugees reflects the way we treat him—if we reject the stranger, if we don’t 
offer shelter, food, care, then we are doing the same to Jesus. A cup of cold 
water, a refuge from war…  

People don’t leave their native country because it’s a lark. It’s not easy. Try 
to imagine choosing what will fit in one suitcase—assuming you have a 
suitcase—which will mostly be clothes—and whatever small portable 
valuables you have, because you may have to sell them along the way for 
cash. You don’t have credit cards—you don’t have the income for them, or 
the banking system fell apart—so all you have is whatever cash and 
valuables—jewelry, art, gold, silver—you can carry. Your family heirlooms 
like furniture and china and paintings and linens and crystal—they have to 
stay behind, assuming they’ve survived all the bombings. Family pictures, 
favorite books and knicknacks, your pets—they have to be left. If you are 



lucky, you have a connection through an international refugee group, and 
you maybe can bring some more money and a few more suitcases. No one 
does it on a whim, no one does it without losses. Refugees are risking 
everything to get away from war—they are desperate.  

When we talk about welcoming refugees, it’s not like inviting a passerby up 
on the porch for a lemonade. It’s more like opening up our spare bedroom 
for someone whose ancestral home was burned down in a fire set by their 
brother, and all they have left is the clothes on their backs and their family
—although maybe they couldn’t get grandma and their elderly second 
cousin out in time. They’ve been through hell, and they need a place to feel 
safe and start over.  

The US used to offer that. It wasn’t willy-nilly; there was a process, and it 
took many months, 18 months to three years before someone could 
actually come to the US, I think. But there was a process, and for most 
people, unless there was some kind of barrier, it was simply a process. 
Now—it’s aimed at keeping people out, based on where they are from, not 
on how potentially dangerous they might be—which is the supposed 
reason for the push for heightened security. And all the tragedies the US 
has had to endure, the multiple-victim shootings, were perpetrated by US-
born individuals, almost all of them white men—only the San Bernardino 
shootings involved two Pakistanis, one US-born, the other his radicalized 
foreign-born wife. No screenings, vettings, or other immigration process 
could have stopped any of those shootings—the perpetrators were born in 
the US.  

So why have we become so afraid? Why have we allowed ourselves to 
become so afraid? It is true that 9/11 had a great deal to do with it. Yes, all 
the perpetrators of 9/11 were immigrants—but they were in the US on 
student visas. I don't know that the new processes would have caught 
them. The ones who want to get us will always find a way. The human 
imagination is infinitely flexible and will find a way to solve any problem. We 
can’t outthink them. That’s simply impossible.  

What we can do is simply continue—continue to offer space for those who 
need it—the tempest tossed, the displaced—knowing the risk, knowing it is 
actually very low, and knowing it is worth it. I would much rather offer that 
cup of water, knowing the hand that reaches out may reach out with a gun
—or may reach out to take the water in gratitude. Because I was thirsty 



once, I was an alien once, I was hungry once—and someone gave me cold 
water, someone welcomed me in, and gave me a warm place by the fire 
and a bowl of food. When we offer that grace of space, when we offer water 
and safety and shelter and comfort, we are doing it for Jesus, and for 
ourselves—because we were out in that cold rain once, too. Open the door. 
Welcome the refugee. Not to the porch, but to the house. In all God’s 
names, amen. 


