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Welcoming the Stranger 
 

Well good evening my friends. I cannot express how honored I feel to be with y’all 
tonight in this capacity. I am endlessly thankful to you, Rabbi Dana for your 
willingness to work together to create this very special weekend for our two 
communities of faith. And I am endlessly thankful to all of you for being here and 
committing to this act of love and welcome and hospitality to one another. 
 
I would like to begin, as is custom in my tradition, with a reading from Scripture, 
then I will offer a prayer, and then I’ll get to it. Listen now for a word from God as it 
comes to us in Deuteronomy, as translated in the New Revised Standard Version: 
 

12 So now, O Israel, what does the Lord your God require of you? Only to fear 
the Lord your God, to walk in all his ways, to love him, to serve the Lord your 
God with all your heart and with all your soul,  
 
13 and to keep the commandments of the Lord your God and his decrees that I 
am commanding you today, for your own well-being.  
 
17For the Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty 
and awesome, who is not partial and takes no bribe,  
 
18 who executes justice for the orphan and the widow, and who loves the 
strangers, providing them with food and clothing.  
 
19 You shall also love the stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.  

 
Thanks be to God.  
 
Would you please pray with me ... Almighty God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, Sarah, 
Rebecca, and Leah, send your Spirit to rest upon and move among us in this time 
enlightening to your way, and planting within us your wisdom, your compassion, 
and your love. Let the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be 
pleasing and acceptable in your sight. Let this time together bring us closer to you, 
to one another, and to the people you have created us to be. In Your Holy Name, 
Amen.  
 
 



Rabbi Dana and I spoke several weeks ago to discuss and imagine what this 
weekend might look like, and we felt almost immediately decided on this concept of 
“welcoming the stranger,” because the current state of our democracy weighs so 
heavily on our hearts.  
 
We are disturbed by the vitriolic rhetoric against immigrants and refugees, the 
systematic oppression and violence committed against black and brown folks, and 
LBGTQ+ folks, and the inconceivable rise of white nationalism and hate crimes 
against Jews and Muslims in America.  
 
We are disturbed because as people of faith we know that this is not what God 
desires for Creation. We are far from the vision of the world as revealed in the Law 
and the Prophets. We are far from the vision of the peaceable kingdom of God. And it 
is imperative that we, as people of faith, ask ourselves what we are going to do 
about that.  
  
I do want to take a moment to name an internal struggle that I’ve been experiencing 
as I’ve prepared for this evening. You see, as a Christian Pastor, coming into this 
space to offer a reflection, a sermon about welcoming the stranger, feels 
complicated. It feels complicated because many Christians, over the millennia and to 
this day have caused great harm to Jewish people, pushed y’all to the margins and 
named you strangers. 
 
I name this tension, first and foremost, as a confession of sin: Christians and the 
Christian church have committed a great sin, a great evil in their marginalization 
and violence again Jewish people. I name this tension as a confession that I am have 
inherited this tradition, and I am still learning, unpacking, and repenting.   
 
I may not get this all right. I may stumble in my language or understanding. I may 
cause anxiety, and God forbid, harm. I invite any and all feedback, because I believe 
very strongly that we are all in process. That part of what it means to be human is 
that we never stop growing, we never stop learning and evolving, and coming into 
who we truly are as people, beloved children, created in the image of God. And I 
would encourage you all to try to assume this posture with one another as well. 
 
As people of faith, we know in our heart of hearts that we are called not to demonize 
or marginalize folks who are different than us. We know we are called to welcome 
them. And we also know that this is hard. No matter what the circumstances are, it is 
hard to welcome people who are strangers, people who are strange to us.  
 
So I really want to give y’all props. Every one of you who is here tonight and who 
will gather at Stone on Sunday. I believe that to truly welcome the stranger, one 



must make space for and even celebrate the strange customs and traditions which 
come with that stranger. 
 
And I just really feel like what we are doing this weekend to welcome one another 
into our respective houses of worship, this is so profound. However difficult or 
complicated it may be, we are putting ourselves out there and practicing our 
imperative to welcome the stranger. And I just feel so blown away by this, and so 
very thankful.  
 
Before moving to San Jose to serve as the Pastor at Stone Church, I served as a 
pastor in Philadelphia at a place called Broad Street Ministry, which is a nonprofit 
that serves people experiencing hunger, poverty, and homelessness through a 
variety of social services, while also advocating for change in the city of Philadelphia 
to become a more just and equitable city for all people.  
 
And I actually think that it was there that I first learned what it really looked like to 
welcome and love the stranger. There were daily opportunities to learn and grow. 
We often said that we were operating a failure-rich environment. So many 
opportunities to fail, which we of course called, “learning edges.” We learned a lot. 
 
Every time we opened the doors, we welcomed in 300-400 people. Most of whom 
were pretty vulnerable, experiencing severe trauma, addiction, mental illness. 
People of all faiths and no faith. People from all races and ethnicities, sexual 
orientations and gender expressions. By societies standards, these are the strangest 
of the strangers. And I’ll tell you that volunteer, staff, guest, doesn’t matter, if you’re 
at Broad Street, you’re probably a weirdo. That’s just how it is.  
 
But even if we weren’t a bunch of weirdos anyway, welcoming that many folks at 
one time meant that more often than not, we were unknown to one another, making 
us strangers.  
 
One of the customs, then, to try to mitigate this reality is to welcome every single 
person who enters the space with a handshake and an earnest word of welcome. 
Something like, “It is good to see you.” Or “I’m so glad you are here.”  
 
Even when the line is 200 people long, it is important that we take our time and 
ensure that each person is truly seen and acknowledged and welcomed the second 
they enter into the space. 
 
So one day, while extending this welcome, we met a man I will refer to as Arthur. 
Arthur is a middle-aged man. 6’4”. 280 pounds of pure muscle. Trimmed hair, full 



beard. Imposing presence. We had received Arthur’s file and we knew he was 
coming and so we knew a little bit about him.  
 
We knew that a few years back he had been diagnosed with Multiple Personalities 
Disorder. A very rare disorder that is not well understood, even by professionals, 
and because of that it is very difficult to treat and often folks who have this disorder 
experience great prejudice and violence. 
 
Arthur had a run in with some police, which landed him in jail. And while he was 
there, by the grace of God, he received treatment, medication and counseling. And 
this really helped him understand himself better and begin to develop some tools 
that could help him function in a society heaven-bent on marginalizing him. 
 
When we first encountered Arthur, we were on alert. Like I said, he is a big dude, 
and when he walked in, we were prepared to welcome him like everybody else, but 
inherit bias exists, and we so prepared to welcome him while also experiencing a bit 
of alarm within our beings. 
 
That is until he got close enough to the welcome line and a huge smile lit up his, he 
reached out his hand, and he said, “Hi, my name is Arthur, what’s yours?” 
 
As we were going through these mental precautions, preparing for this stranger and 
the possible threat of his strangeness, Arthur was preparing to model for us the 
unconditional, radical love of God. And so infectious was his smile and so 
overwhelming was his love, that all we could do was welcome and fully love this 
stranger and his strangeness and see him as a true gift from God.  
 
Our holy text tells us that we are called to love the stranger because we were once 
strangers. We know how it feels to be a stranger. To be hated or marginalized 
because of who we are, what we believe, how we look, or how we move through the 
world. And the folks at Broad Street, myself included, had all experienced this in one 
way or another, and yet we still got it wrong with Arthur.   
 
But by the grace of God, our encounter with Arthur changed us. It allowed us to 
grow in compassion and understanding, to once again experience strangeness as a 
gift to grow and learn and evolve. And an invitation to live into our truest calling to 
welcome and love the stranger in all of their strangeness.  
 
It wasn’t easy. We didn’t get it right at first. And we messed up sometimes, with him 
and with others. As will be the case with each and every one of us. The point is to 
keep trying. To keep listening and learning, and checking ourselves. To remain 



committed to our call, to remember when we were strangers, and to seek with every 
word and every action to truly and fully love even the strangest of strangers.   
 
And, my friends, I feel God pleading with us as people of faith in America today to 
take this call seriously and to live into at all costs.  
 
In America today, Jews and Muslims, LGBTQ+ people, immigrants and refugees, 
brown and black folks, disabled people and people experiencing chronic illness, 
neurodivergent people and indigenous peoples, they are being tortured, killed, cast 
out and labeled strangers by those in power. 
 
And we, as people of faith must do something about it.  
 
Audre Lorde, who describes herself as a “black, lesbian, mother, warrior, poet,” 
writes in her book, Sister Outsiders: 
 

“Institutionalized rejection of difference is an absolute necessity in a profit 
economy which needs outsiders as surplus people. As members of such an 
economy, we have all been programmed to respond to the human difference 
between us with fear and loathing and to handle that difference in one of three 
ways: ignore it, and if that is not possible, copy it if we think it is dominant, or 
destroy it if we think it is subordinate. But we have no patterns for relating 
across our human differences as equals. As a result, those differences have been 
misnamed and misused in the service of separation and confusion.” 

 
“Misnamed and misused in the service of separation and confusion.” Labeled 
strangers with strange customs, strange language, strange worldviews. But we, 
Christians and Jews, worship the Lord God, who loves the stranger. This is part and 
parcel of who our God is. And having been created in the image of this God, part and 
parcel of who we are. 
 
We have an imperative to seek out who is being made to be a stranger. To take 
careful stock of who is being pushed to the margins. Whose gifts are being 
undervalued. Whose cultures and traditions are being belittled.  
 
And we know from experience that this is hard. But I believe we are being called to 
do the hard work of processing our prejudice and inherent bias, and dismantling 
white supremacy within and without us.  
 
We are being called to break down all these barriers that put us at odds with one 
another, so that we might see each other, welcome each other, and truly love each 
other the way God asks us to. The way God loves us. 



 
As we journey together this weekend, my friends, I just want to invite y’all first to 
just claim all of who you are, especially those parts of you that others deem 
undesirable or strange. You are good and worthy and beautiful in all of your God-
given strangeness.  
 
And finally, as we go through this weekend together, I would just encourage this 
gathered body to welcome and celebrate any “strangeness” which you might 
discover about one another, because it is truly a great gift and great cause for joy. 
 
Thanks be to God! Amen. 


