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     Our God is a surprising God!  About the time we think we have God figured out we are thrown a curve.  The passages in Jeremiah and Luke this morning demonstrate that.  In the former, Jeremiah is instructing the exiles who had been taken from Jerusalem to live in Babylon.  One would expect that he would warn them about getting too comfortable there and encourage them to remain separate from their enemies.  In fact, one could expect instructions on how to resist those who had carried them off to a foreign land as captives.  Why should they have anything to do with their captors? Our State Department certainly would look suspect at anyone who became friendly with the enemy while being held captive. 
     But listen to the advice Jeremiah does give to those in exile while saying this is a message from God.  Build houses…plant gardens…take wives…have sons and daughter…  And then this preposterous statement:  But seek the welfare of the city… and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare.  
     Now remember, these were not people who sought out a new home land for themselves.  They were brought as captives to a foreign city by the army that had invaded and captured Jerusalem –their home town.  They were foreigners, not by their own design. And now, one of their religious leaders was giving them advice as to how they should respond to this unwelcomed development.  Make peace, settle in, be a part of this new country.  One could almost hear the maxim “if you can’t lick em, join em!” 
     What is it like to live as a foreigner in a strange land?  Some of us may have experienced that briefly as we visited another country.  Tomorrow I will be traveling to the Middle East as you know, and I will be a foreigner for three weeks.  But that is not what these exiles were facing.  They were there against their will, and did not know if they would ever return home.  And Jeremiah instructs them to seek the welfare of the city…pray to the Lord on its behalf….  What a surprising piece of advice.  

     We might get a little slice of what this was like if we have ever been a place where we were not welcomed.  Those of us who are white have not experienced this as significantly nor as much as those of you who are not .  One can be treated as a foreigner in one’s own country.  There have 
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been many examples of that.  To be outside one’s community is to be a foreigner.  At this point, I am a foreigner here at Morgan Park.  While I have been invited to be here, I am not yet a member of the community. That does not happen just because you walk in the door. 

      Perhaps some of you feel that way too.  You are here, yet not part of the family.  I have already heard from more than one source that not everyone feels the same sense of belonging here.  “We are family” does not speak for everyone. There may be many reasons for that.  Sometimes it can be caused by having different expectations or ideas.  Let’s be honest.  We don’t all think alike.  That can create distance, but it doesn’t have to.  We do not have to feel like foreigners with each other.  We can acknowledge our differences while trusting that all desire to be faithful members seeking the common good.
We can learn to live with those with whom we differ as Jeremiah advised the exiles.  Build together… plant seeds together… be one with each other… importantly – pray to the Lord on the other’s behalf for in their welfare you will find your welfare.    
     Do we really believe that?  Imagine what the exiles thought when they got this message from Jeremiah.  What?  pray for the Babylonians?  Those who just ransacked our hometown and carried us off to this strange place?

Yet they heard Jeremiah and trusted that his words were coming from God.  How much easier it can be for us to build community with those who differ with us.  If we really trust that this is the will of God.  

     One of the powerful consequences of our being at peace with each other and finding community here with one another is that our welfare can benefit others.

     As we look out at the community surrounding the church do we see people who feel as if they are foreigners in this community?  They may have just moved here, or they may have been in the area a long time.  Can we be welcoming is such a way that they will feel at home here?   Can we pray for the city, or even our corner of the city?   And if we do, are we prepared to be the answer that will allow others to feel at home in this place?   I am troubled by the awareness that our society makes it much harder for some than for others to be a valued part of the community.  Let’s be honest…racism, sexism ageism and homophobia are still alive and well.
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  Our papers have again been filled with accounts of double standards and raw discrimination.

     And now we add to it our political and religious differences and we treat each other like foreigners.  Moslems and others of Arabic decent are sometimes treated with disdain.  If they are heard speaking in their native tongue as they are boarding a plane they may be removed and questioned.  An ironic twist to all of this is something we just experienced this week.  Monday many celebrated Columbus Day and yesterday there was a large Columbus Day parade downtown.  However, the Native Americans who obviously were here when he came no longer experience the freedom in this land they once enjoyed.  They have been placed on reservation and treated as foreigners in their own land.  I might add that I noted in my getting acquainted with Morgan Park that the Native American population is the fastest growing group in the immediate area.  Are we reaching out to them and welcoming them?

     While Jeremiah encourages us to live as foreigners, the Luke passage shows us how to learn from a foreigner.  In this passage ten lepers were healed and only one returned to thank Jesus the healer.  While it certainly is a lesson on gratitude that we all can stand to be reminded of, this account is more than that.  So what can we learn from this passage?
     Jesus points out that the one who came to thank him for his healing was a foreigner – a Samaritan.  His giving praise to God demonstrated his ability to get beyond himself, beyond his illness to the one who made him whole.

Grateful living allows us to experience more than our own immediate situation.  

     Another thing we learn from this passage is that the foreigner’s behavior undermines the stereotype of the foreigner.  For Jesus to point out to his audience that it was a Samaritan who showed gratitude - while the other nine never acknowledged anything – must have been a shock to his listeners. A Samaritan did what?  It didn’t fit in with their image of a Samaritan.  How often haven’t we expected a certain kind of behavior from someone who then surprised us?  We put teens in a box, or senior citizens in a mold that not everyone fits.  They break the stereotype and we are ashamed of ourselves.  

     And finally, we can learn from observing the behavior of the foreigner that sometimes we accept them when they are needy, but when they are
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 healed they may have to travel alone.  Note how the Samaritan was accepted as long as he was a leper like the others, but once they all were healed he returns alone.  The majority culture does not always welcome those who are made whole.             
     Living as and learning from a foreigner can only occur as we move beyond ourselves and see the one who has created us and made us whole.  Those in exile could do the unexpected only as they sought what God wanted of them.  They could live as foreigners and prosper because they trusted what Jeremiah said to be God’s Word to them: (I quote vs. 11) For surely I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord, plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give you a future with hope.  
     Maybe this verse could be our verse during this time of transition – a time of uncertainty.  (repeat above)  May being foreigners enrich our awareness of being God’s people.   Thanks be to God. 
