St Andrew’s on The Terrace    23 June 2019       Refugee Sunday
Readings for the Gathering
	Hebrew Bible                                                                                 Exodus 3:7-14 
 The LORD said, “I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt. I have heard them crying out because of their slave drivers, and I am concerned about their suffering. 8 So I have come down to rescue them from the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up out of that land into a good and spacious land, a land flowing with milk and honey …. 9 And now the cry of the Israelites has reached me, and I have seen the way the Egyptians are oppressing them. 10 So now, go. I am sending you to Pharaoh to bring my people the Israelites out of Egypt.”  11 But Moses said to God, “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?”  12 And God said, “I will be with you. And this will be the sign to you that it is I who have sent you: When you have brought the people out of Egypt, you will worship God on this mountain.”  13 Moses said to God, “Suppose I go to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ Then what shall I tell them?”  14 God said to Moses, “I AM WHO I AM. This is what you are to say to the Israelites: ‘I AM has sent me to you.’”


	Gospel                                                               The Escape to Egypt                                         Matthew 2:13-23 
13 When 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.”  14 So he got up, took the child and his mother during the night and left for Egypt, 15 where 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.”   16 When Herod realized that he had been outwitted by the Magi, he was furious, and he gave orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who were two years old and under…. 17 Then what was said through the prophet Jeremiah was fulfilled: 18 “A voice is heard in Ramah, weeping and great mourning, Rachel weeping for her children and refusing to be comforted, because they are no more.” 
The Return to Nazareth
19 After Herod died, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt 20 and said, “Get up, take the child and his mother and go to the land of Israel, for those who were trying to take the child’s life are dead.”  21 So he got up, took the child and his mother and went to the land of Israel. 22 But when he heard that Archelaus was reigning in Judea in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go there. Having been warned in a dream, he withdrew to the district of Galilee, 23 and he went and lived in a town called Nazareth. So was fulfilled what was said through the prophets, that he would be called a Nazarene.

	


Contemporary reading	           from ‘Christ the Lord: out of Egypt  pp12-14 by Anne Rice
In this novel, Jesus and his family have lived in Egypt, but Joseph announces they’re going back  home.
Joseph glanced at her [Mary], and then looked at the Teacher.  The  Teacher went on.  “It’s always the same,” said the Teacher with a great drawn-out sigh.  “In times of trouble, you come down to Egypt, yes, always to Egypt, she receives the dregs of Palestine…”  “The dregs!” Cleopas said.  “You call our forefathers the dregs?”  “They didn’t speak, Greek either,” said Alphaeus.  Cleopas laughed.  “And the Lord on Sinai didn’t speak Greek,” he said.  Uncle Simon said quietly, “And the High Priest now in Jerusalem, when he lays his hands on the goat, he probably forgets to tell all our sins in Greek.”
They were all laughing.  The older boys laughed.  Aunt Mary laughed.  But my mother was still crying.  I had to stay by her side. Even Joseph smiled. The Teacher was angry.  He went on: ‘… if there’s a famine, come down to Europe, if there’s no work, come down to Egypt, if there’s a murderous rampage on the part of Herod, come down to Egypt, as if King Herod took the slightest care as to the fate of a handful of Galilean Jews such as you! A murderous rampage! As if‒.”  “Stop,” Joseph said.
The Teacher stopped.  All the men stared at the Teacher.  No one said a word.  No one moved. What had happened?  What had the Teacher said?  Murderous rampage.  What were these words? Even James had the same look on his face as the men.  “Oh, you think people don’t talk about these things?” asked the Teacher.  “As if I believe travellers’ tales.”  They said nothing.  Then in a soft voice Joseph spoke.  “The Lord made patience for this!” he said.  “But don’t have it.  We go home because it is our home,” he went on, staring at the Teacher, “and it is the Lord’s land.  And because Herod is dead.”…
…“I want to send a word to Philo that Jesus is leaving,” said the Teacher, and with that he turned to go.  But Joseph stopped him.  “We’ve done well in Egypt,” he said.  He took money out of his purse.  He pressed it into the hand of the Teacher.  “I thank you for teaching our children.”  “Yes, yes, and you can take them back to‒where was it?  Joseph, there are more Jews living in Alexandria than there are in Jerusalem.”  “There may be, Teacher,” said Cleopas, “but the Lord dwells in the Temple in Jerusalem, and his land is the Holy Land.”
Reflection for the Gathering
Some of you may know Anne Rice as the author of vampire novels!  She has, however, written a 2-book-series of novels entitled Christ the Lord – the one from where our contemporary reading is taken today and another called Christ the Lord: the Road to Cana.  This passage struck me when I read it and since I find I think of it on Refugee Sundays.  The dialogue shows the delicate and difficult balance between the refugee and their fleeing to another country, the host country and the strain on them to receive refugees, the difficulty of assimilation, (illustrated here by the repartee about language) and the yearning of the refugee to go home, simply because it is home, coupled with the feeling of desertion on the part of the host country – haven’t they been welcoming, hospitable, aren’t they a better country to be in than the home that has been fled from? What’s going on here?

One of the tensions in immigration and emigration is the degree of welcome in the host country.  We have seen this illustrated very violently in our own country recently.  While it is said ‘home is the place that when you go there they have to take you in’, it cannot be said that for the host country, when you go there, they have to like taking you in. As our title today puts it, when you’re a refugee, you are ‘Going to where you’re not wanted, really’.  Of course, the host country sometimes fails to recognise that the refugee doesn’t really want to come to the host country either.  All of us, given the choice would usually choose to stay home.

The Jewish nation’s identity during its history was shaped around the Exodus event, an event of mass migration, if we are to take the story as written here in today’s reading from the Hebrew Bible.   Perhaps several smaller migrations from Egypt happened, but enough people relocated from Egypt to make this a memorable event, perhaps embellished later, but still memorable in the national psyche.  We know now that the displacement of a whole nation into a land already occupied by other indigenous tribes, proved a bloody and contentious issue as it still is today in that territory.  Refugee camps form a large part of the Palestinian experience and they have become a way of life for other nationalities who have had to flee warfare in Syria and other war zones.  While there are stories of hope among the scenarios you have been given, you can read between the lines; behind the various successes and even triumphs is struggle, and strangeness, and grim survival.

I think it is important for those who follow the Christian way, to realise that their leader is described as having begun life as a refugee.  That the experience of being displaced, is part of the narrative of his life with which we are presented by scripture.  As a baby, Jesus went somewhere with his family where he had the experience of not being totally wanted by his neighbours, where he had the experience of being different, or being ‘other’ to those with whom he lived and amongst whom he grew up.  A place where as the novel portrays, his family could be called “the dregs of Palestine”.  When you begin life as Jesus did with that kind of experience, you understand the underside of history.  You identify with the experience of the stranger, you can tell between degrees of welcome, you know what it is like to never feel quite at home.  Even though you may be surrounded by your country men and women in this foreign land it is still not home as Anne Rice reminds us towards the end of the contemporary reading.

Both sides, I think need, without being zenophobic or supremacist, or aggressive, need to realise that when forced immigration happens, no one is getting quite what they want.  This is the reality with which we all have to work.  What gets us over that obstacle?  What helps the refugee to cope?  What helps the hosts to deal?  I looked up what I was talking about in this month last year.  We were nearing the end of a month of looking at compassion.  Compassion literally means to ‘feel with’.  Its Hebrew root is the same as the root word meaning ‘womb’, so compassion is something visceral which rises up from our gut, from our very innards.  If we allow compassion for the other to rise up within us, we feel with the other.  The host can then realise that the refugee didn’t ask to be displaced.  The refugee can then realise the host country is moving out of their comfort zone in accepting the Other in.  Both sides have much to learn.  Both sides need to adjust, adapt, to learn and to grow. Compassion makes that easier.

I’m claiming it’s a two-way street, but of course, one side of these two groups have not been displaced or dislocated or relocated, thrown or edged out, rendered uneasy and unsafe until you just have to leave… As those who have not had those traumatic experiences, the hosts have the greater advantage and therefore the greater responsibility.  The event in Christchurch hopefully taught this host country a thing or two.  One thing I learned was to ask what is needed, not to presume what I think is the solution is the best thing for another.  What is it that is the best way to assist? Ask the question.

Another thing I learned was not to expect a displaced person to be grateful they are here to the extent that they might not any longer long for home.  When they extol the virtues of home, like Joseph did in this novel, it was not because Egypt had not been accommodating, it was just that Egypt would never be and could never be home in the fullest sense of the word.

[bookmark: _GoBack]I lived in the USA for a year some decades ago.  I remember clearly three times when I suddenly felt homesick because of unexpected smells – one was freshly cut hay reminding me of summers spent mowing lawns, another was rain on parched earth which smelt like Central Otago after a summer shower, and the third was the smell of grass-fed beef cooking, a quite different aroma from the American grain fed animals.  Almost before the smell molecules got to my brain, I suddenly felt homesick – in a strange land but smelling familiar aromas.  How I wished in those moments to be home again.

Spiritually, whatever our religion, we all yearn for home – that place where every part of us is at peace; connected; wired together.  When we are at home we know a deep serenity of spirit; we know and are known; we love and are loved.  When we are spiritually at home we are at home with the divine, in a sacred space which is familiar and welcoming.  We don’t always feel at home in our busy lives, so the few times we do are extra precious.

Home is precious to all of us.  The host country gets to share home, and the immigrant gets to experience coming to a different home.  
Without awareness, insight and kindness that can be a difficult transaction.  With compassion it can be a beautiful experience 
in which heart meets heart, culture meets culture, spirit blends with spirit
so, in a new and different way we might all feel at home together.

So may it be.
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