WELCOMING THE STRANGER

Welcoming the Stranger. Depending on which translation of the Bible you consult, the word
can be translated as foreigner, or in some cases immigrant. However, both those words can
be pejorative and carry a lot of assumptions and baggage which will immediately colour
many people’s reaction to the whole subject. Just as in the time of Jesus, the word Gentile
and Samaritan carried with it a lot of negative history. Stranger seems to me to be the word
that carries with it the least baggage and enables us to start a few stages back from where
many people would start with the words: immigrant or foreigner.

Some people would wonder why this part of the event today is necessary. Surely it goes
right to the heart of the Gospel that we should welcome the stranger(s) amongst us —and so
it does. However, we live in a political climate where that cannot be taken for granted.
Certainly not in society at large — but unfortunately also not within our churches either. So,
when we are challenged for the Biblical and theological justification for the way we respond
to foreigners and immigrants, we need to be prepared and well-armed.

Church leaders who speak out on this topic are condemned for straying into politics. This is
ironic because there are only two countries in the world — that | am aware of — who build the
presence of religious leaders into their law-making institutions. These are Iran and the UK.
22 Church of England bishops are by virtue of their church offices members of the House of
Lords. We could wonder why they are there at all if they are not meant to be involved in
politics! Whilst in our preaching we try to steer clear of party politics, there are times when
pursuing the imperatives of the Gospel inevitably embroils us in politics. | would argue that
this is one of them.

So, in this session we are going to explore the Biblical foundations on which we build our
imperative to Welcome the Stranger. As | look around, | can see many people whose
knowledge of the Bible is much greater than mine and in many cases | will be teaching my
grandmother to suck eggs! But | do look forward to your suggestions of what | have missed
out.

Adam & Eve

We could start right at the beginning of the Old Testament. It could be argued that the first
people to be expelled from their native land were Adam and Eve when they were required
to leave the Garden of Eden. However, the theology around all this makes my head hurt.
So, | have decided not to go there!

Abraham
Arguably the first economic migrant was Abraham, who was told by God to move to a new
land. Genesis 12 v 1. Then in Genesis 12 v 10 we find him forced by famine to move to

Egypt.

Joseph & Jacob
Again, at the end of the Story of Joseph in Genesis 47, we see Jacob being forced to move his
family, by this time quite a tribe with 11 sons and all their families, to Egypt because of



famine. They are welcomed into Egypt because of Joseph and his favour with Pharoah
because he has predicted the famine and organised the people of Egypt to prepare to
survive it.

So far both Abraham and Jacob and their families have been welcomed in their turn into
Egypt as economic migrants because of famine in their own lands. However, as the years
pass a Pharoah comes to the throne who does not know Joseph. He regards the Israelites,
the descendants of Jacob as foreigners and as such a threat and very unwelcome. The
treatment they receive as a result — enslavement - leads them to escape from Egypt led by
Moses and they become strangers again in another land.

You know what it is like to be strangers in a foreign land.

We get some interesting commands in Exodus, 12, 22 & 23, which suggest that the Israelites
themselves have not proved to be very hospitable to strangers. Often in the Bible we get
commands and prophecies when clearly the Israelites have not been doing what God wants
them to do. We are reading the answers, from which we can work out the questions! We
get this a lot in Paul’s Letters. In reading his advice and sometimes commands to the
churches he is writing to it is interesting to work out what has been going on which he
disapproves of.

In Exodus we can assume that the Israelites are not being as welcoming as they should be to
strangers. The writer rightly points out that they, of all people, should be welcoming
because they know what it is like to be strangers in desperate need of a welcome when they
are forced by famine to seek refuge in a foreign land.

In what ways are the Israelites to welcome and provide for strangers?

In Leviticus we get some interesting instructions around the Harvest. This is where we find
the introduction of what becomes a recurring formula in the Old Testament. Just as in the
New Testament we frequently get “Scribes & Pharisees,” “tax collectors & sinners.” So here
we get “orphans, widows and strangers (or foreigners).” \What in our Safeguarding training
we would classify as those who are vulnerable - vulnerable to exploitation and abuse. In our
modern society | am not sure all widows, and indeed widowers would classify themselves as
vulnerable adults, however, one category of vulnerable adults in our day includes those
whose native language is not English. Indeed, we would see many who seek refuge or
asylum in our country as exceedingly vulnerable.

Well, built into God’s Harvest Laws as we read in Leviticus & Deuteronomy is the
requirement to be inefficient in bringing in the harvest. “When you harvest your fields, do
not cut the corn at the edges of the fields....leave them for the poor people and foreigners.”
(Lev. 23 v 22).

This is all summed up in Deuteronomy. Caring for the stranger is not merely something that
we should do; the Bible suggests it is what God does. “He loves the stranger, providing him
with food and clothing.” Yet we are not to leave the care of the stranger in God’s hands, for
Deuteronomy continues: “You too must love the stranger.”



Deuteronomy 24 v 14 Warns against taking advantage of a hired worker who is poor and
needy, whether a fellow Israelite or a foreigner.

Deuteronomy 24 v 19-22 extends the harvest to be left of the poor and foreigners to include
the olive and grape harvests as well.

Foreigners are to be treated like native-born people

You are to have the same law for the foreigners and the native-born. |1 am the Lord your
God. Leviticus 24 v 22

If any of your fellow Israelites become poor and are unable to support themselves among
you, help them as you would a foreigner and stranger, so they can continue to live among
you. Leviticus 25 v 35

Other relevant Old Testament passages:
Deuteronomy 27 v 19

Psalm 146 v 9

Job’s defence 20 v 15-16

Ezekiel 47 v 21-2

Malachi3v5

But what about the New Testament?

The Parable of the Last Judgement

Jesus shows us that we are all brothers and sisters under the parenthood of God. As God’s
Son who was there at the Creation of the World, he identifies himself with each one of us.
So, in the Parable of the Last Judgement whatever we did to “one of the least of my brothers
and sisters you did it to me.” (Matthew 25)

The Emmaus Road

This proved to be starkly true to the two disciples who were traveling on the Emmaus Road
on Resurrection Day. They offered hospitality to a stranger — and he turned out to be Jesus.
(Matthew 25)

But who is my neighbour?

The smart lawyer knew his commandments. He knew he had to love is neighbour as
himself. But he wanted Jesus to tell him, “...but who is my neighbour?” So, Jesus told the
story of the Good Samaritan in which a Jew who had been attacked was helped by a
Samaritan. Two people who would normally avoid each other. When asked by Jesus who
was the neighbour in the story, the lawyer cannot even bear to say the word Samaritan. He
replies, “the one who was kind to him.” “You go, then, and do the same,” said Jesus.

(Luke 10 v 25 37)
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Suggestions from the group:
Jesus, Mary & Joseph were refugees in Egypt after the visit of the wise men. (Matt)



Joseph was a refugee when his brothers sold him into slavery
Ruth
Daniel.



