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We are finishing up a series of sermons we have titled “Divided We Stand.” We acknowledge that there are important issues for which even in our Christian faith there are significant differences of opinion. We seem to live in a time and society where if someone differs in opinion, we tend to dehumanize them with name-calling and other diatribes. It is the mainstay of TV and radio. As Christians, it is time to set a different example – how to disagree without being disagreeable. 

So we are addressing some issues for which there might be broad disagreement even in this room, but looking for a way our faith might address them. We aren’t necessarily looking for definitive answers on which we can all agree, but to exercise our faith in the debates that we still might hold one another up with dignity and respect.

I find myself falling deeper and deeper into a quagmire. The first couple of these sermons were actually rather easy to do from the preparation perspective. They were issues with which I was familiar and had a decent understanding. I started falling off the deep end last week when we were talking about economics. And this week, I am probably as lost as they come trying to sort out the issues of immigration. So I very much look forward to our time after the service at 11:00 AM when all are invited to further conversation in the Wesley Lounge.

What I would like to do is show you a video that was shown to us at Annual Conference this year. It is about 12 minutes long. But I think you will find it interesting and a good discussion starter.

The video may be viewed online at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nJPSjQYOBOA

For those that cannot view the video, let me explain what the video was about. 
At Annual Conference we were treated to a video about a young woman, Jasmine, a U.S. citizen born in Chicago, who found herself parentless, trying to support herself and her younger sister because her parents were deported. They had lived in the United States for 19 years with jobs, trying to provide their family with an opportunity that they could not get while they were living in poverty in Guatemala. 
One evening when they were preparing to go out to eat at her mother’s favorite restaurant, La Fuente in Ypsilanti, the Immigration & Customs Enforcement (ICE) agents pushed through their front door. They came into the house without asking permission. They yelled at the family to get down on the floor. Because Jasmine’s mother was here illegally, she had no papers and they took her straight to the Calhoun County Jail’s immigration holding facilities.
Jasmine recounts how she used to visit her every Thursday at the jail. She talked about her mother losing so much weight because almost every day she found flies in her food and wouldn't eat it. Jasmine said that she and her sister would bring pictures of them to put up on her mother’s wall in jail, but jailer would rip them off the walls and cut them up in her mother’s face. The jailer would throw the pieces on the floor, and then tell Jasmine’s mother to pick them up. 
She was eventually deported to Guatemala. Jasmine’s father, who lived in fear that they would soon come after him, moved back to Guatemala. They wanted Jasmine to stay in the U.S. with her younger sister, thinking that as citizens they would fare better here. But that was a lot of responsibility on a 17 year old – go to school full time, hold a job, and to try to care for the two of them. It finally became impossible and Jasmine’s younger sister, a U.S. citizen, had to move to Guatemala to be with her parents.

The joy in this story is what our sister church, Ypsilanti First United Methodist Church, was able to do for Jasmine when they found out about her story. The ending of the story has yet to be written, but Jasmine has graduated from Huron High School here in Ann Arbor and is attending Eastern Michigan University. I was going to see if I could bring her in for today, but I understand that she is on her way to Guatemala for the first time since the deportation to see her family, thanks in part to an impromptu free will offer at annual conference this year to afford her the opportunity to do so.
Issues concerning immigration policies in this country are complex and, for some, deeply emotional. Some people see it as loss of job opportunities for U.S. citizens – jobs taken by “foreign born” or illegal immigrants. For Jasmine it meant the separation of a loving, cohesive family. Some argue that the taxpayer burden is unreasonable because many who are here benefit from our social programs even when they are here illegally.

It can be an issue of fair working conditions with many companies purposely hiring those that are here illegally because they can underpay them and make them work in conditions we would find deplorable. The illegal workers can’t complain for threat of deportation.

Immigration is not a new debate for our country. From the beginning, the U.S. has been ambivalent about immigrants. On one hand, George Washington favored restricting governmental service only to native-born persons. In a letter he wrote to John Adams in 1794 he said, “My opinion with respect to immigrants is that except for useful mechanics and some particular professions, there is no use encouraging it.” On the other hand, people like Benjamin Franklin recognized the economic advantages and even necessity of immigration. Franklin wrote, “America hails newcomers to its shores as the bulwark of democracy.” 
I read somewhere once that the largest increase in our U.S. ethnic diversity occurred when the U.S. annexed of half of Mexico in 1848. Yet, later in the mid 1930’s, as the depression hit, there was deep concern about the number of Mexicans in this country. 500,000 were forcibly removed and relocated to Mexico, some of whom had been citizens for generations.
There are scores of talking points around immigration. Not only do we not have time to lift them up, I don’t even know if I am clear what they all may be. My concern, though, in the debate on immigration, legal and illegal, is that we approach it with fear. Xenophobia tends to set in. We don’t like having to tolerate cultural differences. We fear that life as we know it, and/or want it, will change. 
That’s why no matter where we fall in the spectrum of this debate, as Christians we need to remember who we are.

I think Scripture is pretty clear – not about the kind of policy we should have around immigration or illegal residents, but about the kind of attitude and character we should bring to the conversation. Our Scripture that we read for today tell us that we should welcome and not oppress the stranger, the alien, the foreigner that is in our land. One paraphrase I saw of this commandment from Leviticus which is also found in Deuteronomy read this way: “You all have been there and done that. You all know how hard it is to be away from home. You know the challenges of being a foreigner in a strange land. So you ought to know better. Be good and help out the foreign people in your midst.”
If anyone should understand, God is saying to the Hebrew people, it ought to be you. You who dwelt as foreigners for 400 years in Egypt, where they never granted you citizenship but only used you as slave labor, you should be the ones who understand that it is important to treat the foreigners in your midst with justice and respect.

The book of Hebrews picks it up with a different twist. Do not neglect to show hospitality to the stranger. For you never know when you are welcoming an angel. It harkens back to Matthew 25 when Jesus was separating the sheep from the goats. Jesus’ complaint was that he came into their midst as a stranger and they either did or did not welcome him. The goats asked, “When did we see you a stranger and not welcome you?” The sheep asked, “When did we see you a stranger and welcome you?” Jesus said, “When you did it to the least of these, you did it to me.”
I feel the need to apologize for my inability to articulate the issues of debate around immigration and illegal residence. It is a significant issue in our life together as a country. It does have impact on population, economy, ecology, and on just working conditions. But if we take our Christian faith seriously, I believe we will approach the issue not with closed-minded fear, but with an openness upholding every human’s sense of dignity and respect.
I pray that it will be true in your life and in mine. Amen.
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