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It is timely, for the church, that June 20th is widely recognized as World Refugee Day. 

Many churches have picked up the theme, and are bringing it into today’s worship services. Why 

does this matter for people of faith? Consider the meaning. A person becomes a refugee in 

extreme circumstances: when your own society has chased you away; when your country has 

turned so brutal that citizenship itself threatens to become a death sentence; when the 

inhospitality of home leads a person or a family to flee; when even the suspicion and hostility of 

the place where people seek refuge are a relief from the horrors they have fled.  

The Bible speaks with great clarity about refugees. Often it uses the word “aliens,” which 

means the Bible is speaking to us who are “locals” about the newcomers whom we have not yet 

recognized as neighbors. In our prayer time we will hear some of those verses. But first, a story 

from Genesis about our ancestors Abraham and Sara, whom God sent to be strangers in a strange 

land.  

1 Now YHWH was seen by [Abraham] by the oaks of Mamre 

as he was sitting at the entrance to his tent at the heat of the day. 

He lifted up his eyes and saw: 

here, three men standing over against him. 

When he saw them, he ran to meet them from the entrance to his tent and bowed to the earth 3 and 

said: 

My lords,  

Pray if I have found favor in your eyes, 

pray do not pass by your servant!  
4 Pray let a little water be fetched, then wash your feet and recline under the tree; 
5 let me fetch (you) a bit of bread, that you may refresh your hearts,  

then afterward you may pass on— 

for you have, after all, passed your servant’s way! 
6 Avraham hastened into his tent to Sara and said: 

Make haste! Three measures of choice flour!  

Knead it, make bread-cakes!  
7 Avraham ran to the oxen, he fetched a young ox, tender and fine, and gave it to a serving-

lad, that he might hasten to make it ready; 8 then he fetched cream and milk and the young ox that 

he had made ready, and placed it before them. Now he stood over against them under the tree 

while they ate. 
9 They said to him: 
Where is Sara your wife? 
He said: 
Here in the tent.  
Now [the ] said: 
10 I will return, yes, return to you when time revives, 
and Sara your wife will have a son! 
Now Sara was listening at the entrance to the tent, which was behind him. 
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11  And Avraham and Sara were old, advanced in days, 
the way of women had ceased for Sara. 
12  Sara laughed within herself, saying: 
After I have become worn, is there to be pleasure for 

me? And my [husband] is old! 
13 But YHVH said to Avraham: 
Now why does Sara laugh and say: Shall I really give birth, 

now that I am old?  
14 Is anything beyond YHVH? 
At that set-time I will return to you, when time revives, and Sara  will have a son. 
15 Sara pretended (otherwise), saying: 
No, I did not laugh. 
For she was afraid. 
But [God] said: 
No, indeed you laughed.1 

1   

You’ve heard the objections, or you have made the objections, or both:  

• We don’t have enough to go around for ourselves.  

• “They” will take jobs from “us.”  

• It’s fine for them to come in as long as they do it legally.  

But we are people of God’s word, and that word says “welcome,” apart from any laws or 

boundaries. God’s word pushes us to prioritize the perspective of the person who is seeking 

asylum from political violence or even seeking simply to survive, when her home country is 

fraught with economic violence.  

As people of God, the very word “refugee” has another crucial meaning: that human 

beings have messed things up so badly that people are forced to run for their lives. The problem 

is never with the refugee: the problem is with us, because collectively we have created the 

conditions that have made societies toxic for God’s children.  

2    

In the interests of full disclosure, I should say that you could probably come after me and 

my family for having broken the law in coming to this country. It’s a well-told story how my 

grandfather and his brother, aged 9 and 13, were put on a ship in the port of Kalamata, Greece, 

bound for New York City. In 1909 the law said that in order to enter the US legally, an 

unaccompanied minor had to be 10 years old. So little Nick Panaretos looked up at the stern 

border agent at Ellis Island, who demanded, “How old are you, boy?” He counted to ten. The 

man said, “Go ahead.”  

So at least one of my four grandparents entered this country on false pretenses, which you 

may consider makes me a part of the problem. Though I would submit that the most dangerous 

act of illegal immigration to this continent happened in 1492.  

                                                 
1 Quoted from Everett Fox, The Five Books of Moses, The Schocken Bible, Vol. 1 (New York: Schocken Books/Random House, 

1995). 
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A primary concern of the Bible is for the experience of the person who flees hardship to 

find a new home. A primary conviction of the Bible is that among God’s people there is always 

space enough among us for whoever needs a new home. There is space enough, and resources 

enough — if we also follow the Bible’s call to adjust our way of life until strangers become 

friends and neighbors become family.  

Sara and Abraham’s story is the story of people following God’s call to a new place, and 

people making space for strangers. Maybe you’ve seen this: those who are refugees often extend 

especially generous and heartfelt hospitality, as Abraham and Sara did for the three strangers, 

because they know the stakes. Those two old people longed for a home, and longed for a family, 

a gift of God not yet given to them. What Howard Thurman poignantly called “the wide intensity 

of unfilled hopes, broken dreams, and anguished denials.”2 

3   

I want to tell a story about a real life answer to that longing: an answer to prayer. This 

particular prayer-answer took shape within an unusual community: rural Guatemalans, mostly 

subsistence farmers, who had fled their homeland in the wake of a counterinsurgency campaign 

of terror: an unspeakable brutality that beggared the imagination. I worked with the refugees, for 

a time; my colleagues worked and lived with them. Their prayers – for home; for peace – became 

ours, too.  

Having fled Guatemala refugees settled just over the border, in the lush jungles of 

southern Chiapas, Mexico. Surely, before leaving their beloved land — the rustling fields of tall 

maize from which their Creator had formed the first Mayan people — surely they were praying 

for a return. Prayers filled with the constant awareness that they were cut off from home; exiled 

from their land, soaked and sanctified with the blood of their martyred sisters and brothers and 

parents and children.  

We knew those prayers mostly by inference: we didn’t talk about them often, but the 

quality of unfilled hope was in the air. We worked with refugees organizing for the right to 

reclaim their ancestral lands. Our meetings focused on logistics, strategy, politics. But we knew 

that each passing season was filled with longing, unanswered prayers for home.  

Fast forward to 1993. The refugees, exiled for over ten years, had negotiated with the 

government of the country they fled and established their right to return. So in Chiapas, in the 

dawn mists of January 20th, families eagerly filled sixty large buses. Sixty massive, growling 

machines. Excited bodies pushing, filling seats, steaming up the windows closed tight against the 

morning chill. Belongings bundled in brightly woven cloth, or in cheap polyester blankets, or 

wide woven baskets. With a familiar chorus of belching air brakes and diesel flatulence, the 

caravan slowly headed south.  

All of this just sets the stage for one particular answer to prayer. It happened on one of 

those buses. Maybe more than one, but I know of one, for sure, because a colleague was there to 

bring back the story.  

The bus driver was not a fan. Not happy to be there. An average guy, maybe with an 

average name like José or Ernesto. An average understanding of the situation, which was that 

refugees who probably were troublemakers to start with were getting a lot of attention they 

                                                 
2 Howard Thurman, Meditations of the Heart (Harper, 1953), 56. 
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probably didn’t deserve. An average guy, just doing his job, less than thrilled at the crowds of 

Guatemalans lining the shoulders of the Pan American Highway. The bus driver was, in fact, the 

opposition. Not one of the machete- and carbine-wielding patrols who had massacred their 

townspeople, but one of the multitude who didn’t much care what was happening to the rural 

folk, or who thought if there was trouble then the refugees had probably brought it on 

themselves, or who simply ignored those years of suffering and living hell. And there he was, 

reluctantly driving a bunch of troublemakers back to the beloved country.  

But something happened along the way. Maybe it happened as the bus threaded the 

winding passages of Huehuetenango, through steep hills with terraced crops, bent old men 

releasing their hoes and machetes to wave a greeting. Maybe as they drove through the always-

cloudy pass high above Sololá and Quiché, women with massive loads balanced gracefully on 

their heads slowly turning and raising their arms. Maybe as they raced past the wide fields of 

Chimaltenango, filled with cabbage and broccoli and squash, children running along side with 

that youthful certainty they could beat the bus, grinning at the wide-eyed kids inside.  

Maybe it was simply the sheer numbers of them, kilometer after kilometer: Guatemalans 

lining the route to witness the return of their fellow citizens. Maybe it was the tears of the men 

and women inside the bus, faces pressed against the glass, scarcely daring to believe where they 

were, what they were seeing. Maybe it was the children, aware that something highly unusual 

was happening, excited and wondering and restrained all at once. But when they got close to the 

capital city, where the throngs multiplied, the driver looked in his rear-view mirror. With his own 

tears running down his face, he called to his passengers: “Open the windows so your country can 

welcome you home!”  

It was what you might call an unintended consequence. An answer to prayer that no 

mortal had uttered: that one average José or Ernesto would perceive what had been hidden from 

his eyes. That a heart closed hard would open. That the Spirit would stoop to his weakness, wean 

it from earth, through all its pulses move. That years of death and exile, and years of planning 

and organizing at every level from dirt-floored jungle homes to marble lined halls of power 

would send an answer to an unspoken prayer on one bus out of sixty, and someone would be 

there among all those Maya to see and hear, and bring the story to me so I could bring it to you.  

The kingdom of God is like this: a beleaguered people, oppressed and exiled, finally 

return. And the bus driver who doesn't much care for them brings them all the way home. God is 

indiscriminate with answers to prayer. The Christ who saved Paul with a lightning bolt may save 

you or me with someone behind the wheel of a Greyhound express. 

4   

The story from Genesis begins with an act of deep hospitality, as Abraham welcomed 

three strangers and gave them the best he had to offer.  

The story continues with Sarah, as first she laughs in disbelief at the notion that an old 

woman, past menopause, could ever see fulfilled her desire to bear a child, and then in the 

unwritten part of the story that scripture leaves to our imagination, I hear Sarah laughing with joy 

and wonder as she offers her own deep hospitality, space and sustenance in her body for the boy 

whom she and Abraham would name Isaac: a name that means “He laughed.”  
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We belong to the God who has a special concern for those who are uprooted and 

dislocated,  

the God who shows up as a stranger, waiting for Abraham and Sarah (and us) to offer 

hospitality,  

the God who fulfills prayer, though the fulfillment may be a long time in coming,  

the God who transforms the nervous laughter of disbelief into the joyful laughter of new 

life, new hope, new home.  

And in case this is the first sermon you’ve ever heard, and in case it is the last, remember 

that we belong to the God who escapes with us when we are refugees; the God who through us 

gives a welcome when our neighbor refugees show up; the God who in Christ has already erased 

every border and boundary. Praise God, for the laughter and joy and holy refuge of compassion 

for which God made us.  


