OUR REFUGEE REDEEMER

Matthew 2: 13-15

13When they had gone, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream. "Get up," he said, "take the child and his mother and escape to Egypt. Stay there until I tell you, for Herod is going to search for the child to kill him." 14So he got up, took the child and his mother during the night and left for Egypt, 15where he stayed until the death of Herod. And so was fulfilled what the Lord had said through the prophet: "Out of Egypt I called my son."[f] 


The most important parts of any sermon are not in its delivery, nor even in its words, but in the actions that inspired it, and in the actions it inspires. In other words, what the preacher—obviously me, in this case—has done about the message before it was delivered, and what the hearers—you, obviously—do about it afterwards. And in that order. Because if I don't know what I'm talking about this morning, if I haven't actually done—or tried to do-- what the Bible text says to do, you'll just know it. After all, we're dealing here with truths that are best known through the hands and the feet and heart, by doing them, not just by thinking about them. Or by talking about them. By the time I'm done with this message, you'll have some sense for whether or not I know what I'm talking about by actually having tried these truths out for size. And hopefully you'll have some sense for how to try them out for size for yourselves.


God warns Josef through a dream to flee to Egypt for the safety of the Christ child and his family, from the murderous intentions of King Herod. So he does. The truths that impress me most from this simple story are these: 1) We can trust God to complete what God has begun—Christ was not born in answer to the prayers and  promises of the Psalms and the Prophets only to die a short time later at the hands of King Herod the First—the kingdom of God did not break into the world with Christ only to get turned back by the puppet king of a client state in a backwater corner of Caesar's kingdom; 2) As God's work unfolds in our lives, God will guide us—we need only be desirous, trusting and obedient to this guidance, as was Joseph; and 3) one result of following this divine guidance is that it makes of us citizens of God's kingdom, and therefore, refugees, aliens and sojourners in the kingdoms of the world. So we must therefore determine which of our two citizenships comes first, and matters most.


The question, or challenge before us today is this: Do we so trust God's work in this world, and do we so desire to be part of it, that we will listen for God and obey God, even if it makes of us strangers, sojourners and refugees in this world, at least spiritually and morally speaking, as were Joseph, Mary and the infant Jesus in Egypt? Our answers to those questions are the most important part of this sermon. And they will only come in the days and years that follow this sermon.


First, about the power of God to accomplish his purposes and fulfill his promises: Its basic to everything else I shall say this morning. We have to trust God's power if we are to trust God's leading and guidance for us, and if we are to follow it, even at the cost of becoming sojourners and strangers in our own world. But God's faithfulness to his word and to his promises is our handle on knowing God. It is in God's actions, in keeping with his promises and purposes, that God makes himself known to us. And His supreme saving action is Jesus of Nazareth. 


But from my meager, human point of view, it looks like God has a problem to deal with in working out his promises and purposes. Its probably not a problem for God, but it looks like one from my human vantage point: how is it that God can unfailingly accomplish his ends without making mere pawns and robots out of us? I haven't figured that one out yet. How can God give us freedom and responsibility, such that kings like Herod can even order infants in Bethlehem to be killed, and respect that freedom, and still do what he said he will do, to the eventual triumph of his plans? How can God promise and ensure that he will do like he said, and always follow through, and still leave freedom even for the wicked to fight him all they want? By ordering Joseph to take the family and flee for refuge, God has permitted King Herod to be King Herod, no credit to Herod, all the while thwarting Herod's plans and ensuring that the promised Messiah will live and achieve God's purposes in sending him. And even when Herod's murderous desires against Jesus are fulfilled thirty-plus years later at the orders of Pontius Pilate, God permits this extravagant degree of human freedom and yet turns it to his redemptive ends, for our salvation. Again and again, even when it looks like devils and his agents win, God triumphs and achieves his purposes, sometimes in spite of them, and sometimes, oddly enough, even through them. Don't ask me how. I'm only human.


So what God has promised, God will accomplish, sometimes in spite of human and diabolical resistance, and sometimes even through human and diabolical resistance. Do we believe that this morning, that God is both powerful and faithful enough to do as he promises, even in a universe big enough for some freedom, chaos and randomness? If so, the proof of our trust is in our faithfulness to obey and to order our lives around God's promises and purposes.


Which has started me down the path of wondering, how well have I followed God's guidance in my life? And, do I even recognize God's guidance in my life? I have only had a very few instances in which I think I might have experienced something that might have been remotely like what Joseph experienced, of hearing what he knew was a voice from heaven, in his case, while in a dream.  But for all I know, it might have been that I was sleep-deprived. If its of any comfort to us, consider that Joseph's experience of such direct and unmistakable divine guidance is the exception rather than the rule. And when it does happen, which it can, and does, there should be some kind of counsel and cross-checking with other saints to discern if it is from God.


But most of the time, the general, overall guidance we need is in the Bible. Just by joining this church, if you have, you have submitted to the guidance of the Scriptures. But as a guide to life, it only makes sense as we try it on and live it out. Our earliest Christian ancestors insisted that the Bible was best interpreted by people who were walking on the journey it describes. 


So here's one rule of thumb I've learned about seeking and following God's guidance, as Joseph did: Just as a driver can't turn a steering wheel very far until the motor is engaged and the car is in motion, so you can't follow God's guidance unless you're already on the road it describes, putting one foot in front of the other, because you want to follow God. And if you're ever pointed in the wrong direction, you'll soon know in a way you can't know if you're still sitting around waiting for detailed instructions for the entire trip, from beginning to end. Joseph could never have heard the divine word, “Flee to Egypt,” if he were still waiting in Nazareth to know all the details and directions about the Messiah's young life.


Indeed, wanting to know God's will, and wanting to do God's will, are more than half the battle of actually doing God's will. That desire itself pleases God immensely. Deep down, aren't most of our struggles about doing God's will really about whether or not we are really surrendered to God's will, whatever it should be? Getting beyond that struggle is the most important part of doing God's will. The rest is details. 


If we believe that the Bible has anything to say about God's will, and as we thumb through the Bible, most of what we find about God's guidance in its pages has to do with what God does, or what God will do, and with what we are to be. Or how we are to be: loving, patient, kind, wise, generous, hospitable, truthful, peaceable, forgiving...


Just learning such qualities will give us plenty to do. Which leads to another rule of thumb I have come to learn about divine guidance: most of the time God's guidance is about who we are and how we are long before it gets to what we are to do or where we are to do it. Get the who and the how down and the what and where will usually fall into place. As we grow in Christian character and experience, then the knowledge of what we are to do with these character traits, and where, will come more clearly, especially through relationships with other trustworthy, peaceable, godly people. Or at least we won't worry as much about the where and what, because we've learned to be trusting and peaceable, wherever we are, whatever we're doing. 


See how this is true for Joseph. When we first meet him in Matthew's gospel, we are told that he is “a righteous man.” How righteous he is, and in what way, we learn when next we read that, once he found out that Mary was pregnant, but before he found out why, he was willing to divorce her quietly, to spare her a public lynching under a pile of stones. In other words, being righteous meant being compassionate, gracious and merciful. Maybe that's why he was picked for the task of raising the Messiah as his son. Being a man of such godly qualities, maybe that was why he was ready for the next step of divine guidance and could hear God's directive, to take Mary home as his wife and to raise her infant son as his own. And having obeyed that directive, then he was ready and capable of hearing further instructions like, “flee with the family to Egypt.”


So again, we see that we can trust God to accomplish his purposes, in spite of all resistance from hell and humanity, and sometimes even through the resistance of hell and humanity. And we can trust that God will guide us if we're seeking to be the kinds of people he wants us to be. I hope that helps us with any anxiety we might have about doing God's will. God will make his way clear to us as we travel the path of discipleship, growing in character and faith. 


And that's hard enough sometimes, because we know, instinctively, the cost of following God's guidance: sometimes it means becoming strangers, sojourners and even refugees, as were Joseph, Mary and the Baby Jesus in Egypt, sometimes without even leaving our place. This is an important thing to think about because Emmanuel Mennonite Church stands at a unique place, where the legal status of sojourner, immigrant and alien meets the spiritual condition of alien, sojourner and outsider. Both our theologies and our histories make us wayfarers in the land. Like the ancient Hebrews. Like Joseph, Mary and Jesus.


Sixty-seven years ago, a little boy rejoiced to see fireworks in the sky. But his mother knew better, grabbed him by the hand and dragged him inside the house as razor-sharp and red-hot shrapnel fell all around them. Those weren't fireworks: it was anti-aircraft fire directed against German bombers and airborne troops as they invaded Belgium, in May of 1940. Soon the young boy's family would be refugees. Again. His mother and father had emigrated to Belgium from Eastern Europe during the Great Depression, looking for work. That's why they had no Belgian citizenship when the war began, and were the first to go jobless as the German occupation sucked the Belgian economy dry. So they followed the jobs into Germany, to replace the workers at war, where they got bombed out of several cities until the end of the war, which found them again as refugees in a displaced persons camp in Belgium. It was either that or go back East to live with relatives under Soviet occupation. But in the nick of time they were allowed to come to America.


Those were my relatives; the little boy so excited about fireworks is my father. And though I was born eight years after his arrival in America, something about the refugee experience stays through the generations. For example, I feel guilty of a major felony if ever I have to throw food away, because throwing food away was unheard of among my recent ancestors. There usually wasn't anything to throw away.


Some of us here are recent immigrants, even some refugees and  asylum seekers. The latest statistics from the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees says that there are about 8.4 million people worldwide who qualify for the international legal definition of refugee, plus 23.7 million internally displaced people around the world, so called because, though they did not cross any international borders, they were still forced to flee their homes and towns for a refugee camp or other temporary shelter within their country of birth. Then there are another several million “stateless” people so-called because their governments refuse to recognize their very existence, to grant them citizenship or equal protection of law, or even the basic identity markers of birth certificates, or I.D. numbers for social security or medical insurance. These would include the Gypsies of some East European countries, some tribes in Africa, and some of the ethnic groups of the former Soviet Republics. And increasingly, Christians in places like Iraq and India.


Such were some of us, and such were some of our ancestors here, if, for example, they were Irish or Scottish or Welsh and if they came here at a time when the powers in London were trying to rub out their language, their religion, their economy or their culture. Such were many others of our ancestors, if they fled Communism, or if they were Swiss German-speaking Mennonites who came to North America in the 1700's, or if they were low German-speaking Mennonites who came here beginning in the 1870's. Such were some of you if your ancestors were here to greet the Pilgrims or the Conquistadors when they came. No matter how many generations later you were born, something of the fear, the grief and the hope that drove your ancestors from home has to have stayed and been passed down.


And were Jesus born today, he and Joseph and Mary would number among the 8.4 million who have fled their homes and communities and relatives for safety, with only the hope that they might some day come back in safety, or, failing that, that their children and grandchildren might be able to find a new home and community and relationships where they might live in peace and safety. In a society as mobile as ours, that may not strike all of us as too scary or too hard. But in many times and places and cultures, place and person are deeply, deeply connected. We see how deep is this connection of people to place in Psalm 137, when the Hebrew prisoners, being dragged off to Babylon, cry and ask, “How can we sing the Lord's song in an alien land?” Then they resolve: “If ever I forget you, O Jerusalem, may my right hand forget its skill. May my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth should ever I stop thinking” of home.


I got a sense for how hard this dislocation is for many people in this urban area, when I recently heard a heart-rending song on the local Hispanic radio station: “Adios, Adios, Mi Mexico Lindo.” The words translate as: 

“Goodbye, goodbye, my beautiful Mexico,

Tomorrow, tomorrow, I shall leave.

Adios, Adios, my cherished Mexico,

Never will I be able to forget you.

Play, Mariachis, sing! Make my heart rejoice,

so that no one will know my sadness.

The roads that await me will never let me return.

I leave behind a little mother who wishes that all goes well for me...” 

The singer goes on to sing: “Borders! Why are there borders?

No one should ever have any idea of placing borders except God.”


With that song I began to realize how much heartbreak there is among so many residents of our cities, not only over having had to leave home if they were to find jobs and support their families, but over not being able to go back home. As the border with Mexico goes from being a line in the sand or the bank of a river to becoming a high tech, three tiered wall, it becomes harder to go back than it was to come.


And even if none of these refugee stories strike a chord with us, there is a sense in which the story of God's work with his people, throughout the ages and dispensations, is a refugee and immigrant story. All humanity is depicted in the Bible as a people driven from a garden, where we once enjoyed the direct presence of God and ate from the tree of life, who are now journeying through time and troubles to a city, described in John's Revelation, where again we shall enjoy the direct presence of God and eat from the tree of life.


Within that over-arching story is the story of our Hebrew spiritual ancestors, whose first father, Abraham, left Ur of the Chaldees—Babylon—for Palestine. His descendants, the Hebrews, endured the life of displaced persons in Egypt, briefly ruled the roost in Palestine, and were then forcibly returned to Babylon, having failed their part of the covenant. Its a cautionary tale for all of us: no other people would have done any better.


In today's Bible passage, Jesus relives this immigrant and refugee history by doing as his ancestor Jacob and his twelve sons did, in finding refuge in Egypt. Just as God called Israel, his son, back from Egypt, with the defeat of Pharoah, so again God called Jesus, his Son, back from Egypt, with the death of King Herod. This is just one way in which all of Hebrew history is re-presented in his story. And again, today, Jesus is finding refuge, so to speak, in Africa, where the church is growing in greater numbers and power than anywhere else on the planet.  


Like Christ, all Christians are refugees and displaced persons, but from a world that is yet to come. In Hebrews chapter 11 we are encouraged to be like Abraham and so be wiling to live like a moral and spiritual stranger wherever we are, “looking forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God (11: 10).” Living by such faith, in obedience to God, we “admit that we are aliens and strangers on the earth....looking for a better country, a heavenly one. Therefore, God is not ashamed to be called [our] God, for he has prepared a city for [us] (v.16).” This is what comes of doing the will of God. And the first work of God, that he wills for us, is to have faith in his Son.


Being sojourners, immigrants and refugees of this city, for these reasons, may sound like bad news. But the good news is that God will guide and protect his pilgrims, wayfarers, sojourners and refugees of the kingdom yet to come, en route to a better city which is yet to descend, whatever the odds against us.


That is God's part. Our part is to trust him to achieve his purposes, and to follow his guidance, first in how we are to be, and in what we become, whatever the cost. Then we will walk the same road that Joseph and Mary traveled. Its the same road Jesus traveled, even as an infant. But to know this, we have to be on the road to begin with. 
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