Sermon Series: They’ll Know We Are Christians
Sermon Title: Outsiders by David Hockett
Isaiah 58: 6-10 and Matthew 25: 34-40 May 21, 2017

As I shared when our current sermon series began, the words we say about Jesus and our
relationship with him do matter. But, words alone are not enough. Words about Jesus divorced
from a life that resembles Jesus are at best empty piety and can even be harmful. Recall C. S.
Lewis’ observation, “When we Christians behave badly, or fail to behave well, we are making
Christianity unbelievable to the world.” And so, the best witness to our faith, to our relationship
with Christ, is when our words and our lives are in sync. When our words sound like Jesus and
our lives look like Jesus then the world will know that we belong to him.

Over the past two weeks we’ve seen some of the ways this plays out. The first Sunday we
considered the importance of living life in Jesus’ presence, of regularly connecting with him so
that his amazing life might rub off on us. The more time we spend in his presence the more like
him we become. And last Sunday we noted that followers of Jesus are known by lives that, to the
world, may appear a bit out of order because they have been reordered by the strange standards
and expectations of his Kingdom, a place of radical hospitality where Jesus is friends with all the
wrong sorts of people and invites us to do the same.

This morning we turn our attention to the unique relationship Jesus calls his followers to have
with outsiders, with aliens and foreigners, and strangers, and all sorts of people on the margins.
Now we’re devoting time this morning to reflect on Jesus’ relationship with “outsiders” and our
responsibility to follow his example, not because it’s the “cause” of the day, or the current
political hot topic. No, we’re devoting time to this because its biblical. Turns out, the Bible has
quite a lot to say to God’s people and about our relationship with the “other”.

I'm grateful this morning to Dr. Ozzie Ostwalt who has joined me to help us think about how the
world will know we are friends and followers of Christ by the way we relate to and with the
“other”. Dr. Ostwalt is Professor of Religious Studies at ASU. He regularly teaches Sunday
school here at Boone UMC. He and his wife Mary have a daughter Heather who just completed
her first year at ASU where she’s a member of the women’s soccer team. A few months back
Ozzie taught a few Sunday school sessions on this topic and I've asked him to join me this
morning to share some of that reflection with you. Good morning Ozzie and thanks for joining
our conversation today.

Question #1: First, let me ask, what does our tradition or the Bible teach about our
responsibilities toward people who are different? How do we define "otherness?”
--biblical ethics demands "hospitality” toward "aliens” or "sojourners” (foreigners)



--compassion and understanding toward others who are different: race, ethnicity, gender, but
also compassion toward those in need

--so otherness is defined in the Bible as those who are foreigners, homeless, refugees, widows,
orphans, really anyone who has been dispossessed by society, and our faith demands that we
attend to the needs of those who are marginalized by society

Question #2: You mentioned that the Bible teaches this social responsibility, that it’s a part of
what it means to faithfully love and serve God. Can you give some examples from the biblical
tradition that illustrate this.

Some response points:
--Ancient Israel understood the expression of compassion and hospitality to be a "Covenant
Responsibility”

--Is. 58: 6-10 requires compassion, but there are other specific examples where the nation of
Israel is commanded to grant protections to marginalized people Exodus 14 and Leviticus 18
demand that foreigners be granted legal protections and social benefits--while there is some
ambivalence toward foreigners in these passages and they might not be granted full
incorporation into the religious and political structures, Israel understood a sense of ethical and
moral responsibility toward the marginalized people in society.

--Similarly, the New Testament also suggests ethical standards apply to the dispossessed.

Jesus set the example by breaking purity laws and infuriating religious leaders when he would
share table fellowship with "tax collectors and sinners." Jesus is often portrayed as host, whether
practicing hospitality toward the multitudes (feeding thousands) or washing the feet of his
disciples--thus he gives us an example to provide for the needs of those we encounter.

--Gospel of Luke has a particularly poignant social gospel edge to it and portrays social outcasts
as heroes--in one story, Jesus heals a Samaritan leper (a double outcast as an unclean foreigner),
and the Samaritan is the only one in that story to recognize Jesus and Jesus, in turn, commends
the Samaritan for his faith; in another story, the Rich man and Lazarus, poor Lazarus is taken to
glory while the rich man is punished for his failure to extend hospitality to Lazarus. So, one of
the main themes in Luke demands an ethic that protects and cares for the dispossessed in society,
whether that dispossession be based on ethnicity, health, wealth, gender, or any other means.

Question #3: How does this translate to our ethics today, to the way we live as followers of
Christ? Is this an individual mandate to compassion or corporate? In other words, is there
something here that should shape the corporate or communal witness of the Church in ways that
would set us apart or be different from how the rest of the world might respond to outsiders?



Some response points:

--Certainly for ancient Israel, this was a corporate as well as individual mandate. It's a little less
clear in the ethics of Jesus--I think he was less inclined to think in terms of political units, and his
words about foreigners, for example were not always consistent. But I think we can say that Jesus
was consistent in terms of his mandates toward individual and personal compassion.

--But we can see in churches today that they take these teachings not just to apply in how we treat
each other personally but also in how the church reaches out to the rest of the world: Pope
Francis recently said that the church must reach out to those on the margins of society, "We will
not find the Lord unless we truly accept the marginalized...gospel of the marginalized...for
whatever reason."

A Jewish congregation in NJ recently raised money to assist a Muslim family from Syria. A
Baptist Church in Georgia recently helped to resettle a Syrian refugee family. So, in these cases,
we see how faith communities are putting the mandate to practice compassion and hospitality
into concrete action.

Question #4: How does this translate to our theology, to what we say, and think, and believe
about God and our life of faith?

Some response points:

--Israel believed our responsibility to the marginalized in society was a covenant responsibility.
Jesus taught that compassion to the dispossessed was a Kingdom of God responsibility. So, I
think we need to think in these terms: as part of a "Covenant Christian Community," we are
commanded to practice compassion and hospitality to any and all that are defined as "other"--
whether by race, ethnicity, gender, religion, sexual orientation, personal identity, wealth, or any
other factor. But we also need to understand this as a "Kingdom of God" goal--if we are to realize
or pursue God's Kingdom on earth, we must break down the barriers that separate us and
practice true and universal acceptance of difference--full inclusion into God's community. We
must understand think in Kingdom terms--that God's Kingdom is an inclusive Kingdom.

Ozzie, I love that phrase — a Kingdom of God goal. It reminds me of how the book of Ephesians
refers to Jesus as the one who has broken down the dividing wall of hostility. How Jesus is our
peace, who unites those who were once far off from each other. (Ephesians 2:13-14) That’s a
beautiful Kingdom goal.

I sometimes think that the Church too quickly settles for goals, or a vision for life, that is too
small, that is simply a restatement of the world’s standards wrapped in enough religious lingo to
make it seem like we are being faithful. Too often our vision for the life that we say God is calling
us to doesn’t resemble the God we encounter in Jesus or the Bible. Christ calls us to something
unique, to a Kingdom goal, to a life that looks different, to be first and foremost citizens of a very



different kind of Kingdom where the “other” the outsider is not an enemy to be feared but a
neighbor to be loved. And when we order our life as Church by the standards of this Kingdom,
we may seem a little odd to the rest of the world, but it leaves no doubt to whom we belong. Now
practicing radical hospitality doesn’t mean the Kingdom of God has no standards or
expectations. No, God calls us to be holy. What it does mean is that we don’t expect people to be
holy before we welcome them. Jesus always met people where they are. And turns out, we all
begin in the same place, sinners, far from God, in need of grace. So, if we allow Jesus to mold and
shape our lives as only he can, and if we have the courage to treat the “other” the way Christ
treated us when we were alienated from God, when we were outside of the promise, when we
were the “other” then the world will know we are Christians. That is, after all, our holy vocation.

...to loose the bonds of injustice,

to undo the thongs of the yoke,

to let the oppressed go free,

and to break every yoke.
To share our bread with the hungry,

and bring the homeless poor into our house;...
Then our light shall break forth like the dawn,...
If we remove the yoke from among us,

the pointing of the finger, the speaking of evil,
if we offer our food to the hungry

and satisfy the needs of the afflicted,
then our light shall rise in the darkness

and our gloom will be like the noonday.

And the world will know, we belong to Jesus. Amen.



