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“Disciples and the Refugee Crisis” Lev. 19:33-34; Ruth; Matt. 2:13-23;  

Luke 10:25-37; Luke 12:48b  3/19/17 

 We’ve heard a lot about refugees in the news the last couple of 

years, and with good reason.  There are more refugees seeking a home 

today than at any time since the end of WWII.  The refugee crisis in Europe 

began in early 2015, as hundreds of thousands of men, women, and 

children risked their lives to cross the Mediterranean Sea, often in over-

loaded, leaky boats.  They landed in Italy and Greece where they live in 

rough, crowded, makeshift camps often with inadequate housing, very 

limited medical care, and with no assurance that they will find a permanent 

home elsewhere.  Yet, thousands are still risking their lives to get there!  

Why? 

 The vast majority come from war-torn countries like Syria, 

Afghanistan, and Iraq, in which they can no longer live safely.  These are 

extremely violent places, and work, education, food, and water supplies are 

often no longer available there.  Many have watched as family members 

were killed, and they believe there is a high probability that they and their 

children will not survive where they are.  A recent report from UNICEF 

showed that 2016 was the deadliest year yet for children in Syria, with over 

a thousand killed or maimed, and many others dead from a lack of food 

under the Assad starvation sieges. 
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 In addition to the crisis in Europe, there have been tens of thousands 

of people from Central America, primarily from Honduras, El Salvador, and 

Guatemala, who have been seeking refuge in the US, again, mostly to 

escape violence in their countries.  For example, we know from our 

Honduras mission trips that many Hondurans have little access to medical 

care, but did you know that the murder rates in Honduras and El Salvador 

are the highest in the world?  Many families have fled after being targeted 

by gangs or drug cartels.  Some families left to keep their kids from being 

co-opted by gangs.  Please note that both of these crises involve refugees, 

a small subset of all immigrants.  Refugees are people who flee their 

homeland primarily due to violence or the lack of basic life resources like 

food, water, and shelter.  

 Dealing with refugee crises is a complex matter, involving 

international political issues and alliances, matters of security here in the 

US, and questions about how to address the root problems of refugee flight 

in their home countries.  These are all important issues.  But as Christians, 

we must begin any discussion of refugees with a look at what the Bible has 

to say about the subject.  And it says a lot.  In fact, you can hardly swing a 

dead cat in the Bible without hitting some kind of refugee! 

 Way back in Genesis, when God’s people experienced a famine in 

the land of Canaan, they were welcomed in Egypt where they found food 



3 
 

for themselves and their livestock.  They remained there for hundreds of 

years, but ended up enslaved to the Pharoah.  Under Moses’ leadership, 

God delivered them from bondage and they wandered, homeless, for forty 

years, once again a refugee people.  While they were in the wilderness all 

that time, they received God’s law, which looked ahead to the time when 

they would be settled in their new homeland.  Listen to these words from 

the law in Lev. 19:33-34. 33When an alien resides with you in your land, you 

shall not oppress the alien. 34The alien who resides with you shall be to you 

as the citizen among you; you shall love the alien as yourself, for you were 

aliens in the land of Egypt: I am the LORD your God. (Lev. 19:33-34) 

 Knowing that they themselves were once refugees in Egypt, they are 

to have empathy for refugees in their own land!  Specifically, they are to 

avoid exploiting the refugees, which is easy to do, because refugees are 

typically desperate, powerless people.  And, they are to love the refugees, 

as much as they love themselves!  The basis for any biblical view of 

refugees starts here.  Knowing that refugees are people made in the image 

of God, just as we are, we are to care about them, protecting their rights 

and showing love to them. 

 And there are more refugee stories in the Bible.  Ruth was a Moabite 

widow when she came to Israel as a refugee following the death of her 

husband.  But God looked on her with favor, and provided her with a 
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husband, Boaz, and the two of them became the great-grandparents of 

King David, through whose lineage came Jesus.  The story makes it clear 

that God was looking out for this refugee foreigner and called her for his 

own good purposes. 

 The last refugee I’d like to mention is Jesus himself!  That’s right.  

Listen to these words from Matt. 2 at the end of the Christmas story.  

13Now after they (the wise men) had left, an angel of the Lord appeared to 

Joseph in a dream and said, “Get up, take the child and his mother, and 

flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you; for Herod is about to search 

for the child, to destroy him.” 14Then Joseph got up, took the child and his 

mother by night, and went to Egypt, 15and remained there until the death of 

Herod. This was to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the 

prophet, “Out of Egypt I have called my son.” (Matt. 2:13-15) 

 When King Herod decided to kill all the baby boys in Bethlehem to 

eradicate any pretenders to the throne, Joseph took his young family and 

they fled as refugees into Egypt, because Israel was no longer a safe place 

for them.  Egypt’s hospitality to Jesus’ family protected him and kept him 

safe until they could return to Galilee. 

 Refugees play important roles in the Bible, and numerous biblical 

passages talk about the importance of treating refugees and other 

vulnerable people with care, because God cares for them.  Those specific 
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instructions about refugees are consistent with the broader values to which 

God calls all of us as Christians. 

 Consider Jesus’ famous parable in Luke 10.  In an exchange with a 

professional interpreter of the law, Jesus affirms the great commandments 

to love God with everything we’ve got, and to love our neighbor as 

ourselves.  Here’s what follows.  

29But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, “And who is my 

neighbor?” 30Jesus replied, “A man was going down from Jerusalem to 

Jericho, and fell into the hands of robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and 

went away, leaving him half dead. 31Now by chance a priest was going 

down that road; and when he saw him, he passed by on the other 

side. 32So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, 

passed by on the other side. 33But a Samaritan while traveling came near 

him; and when he saw him, he was moved with pity. 34He went to him and 

bandaged his wounds, having poured oil and wine on them. Then he put 

him on his own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him.35The 

next day he took out two denarii, gave them to the innkeeper, and said, 

‘Take care of him; and when I come back, I will repay you whatever more 

you spend.’ 36Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the 

man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” 37He said, “The one who 
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showed him mercy.” Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise.” (Luke 10:29-

37) 

 God consistently calls his followers to show mercy and compassion to 

others.  Here the recipient is an unfortunate man who had been beaten and 

robbed.  Although the Samaritan had no prior connection to him, because 

he had the means to do something to help him, he became his neighbor.  

In the story Jesus commends reaching even across religious and ethnic 

lines to be a neighbor, to show compassion for a hurting person. 

 The call to compassion is sounded throughout the Bible, as is the call 

to hospitality.  Listen to these words from Hebrews.   

Let mutual love continue. 2Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, 

for by doing that some have entertained angels without knowing it. (Hebr. 

13:1-2)  That’s pretty straightforward, isn’t it?  We are called to be 

hospitable to new people in our communities. 

 We could also point out Jesus’ words in Luke 12, where he says, “to 

whom much is given, much is required.”  There is no doubt that God has 

entrusted us with unparalleled wealth and opportunity in this country.  Much 

is therefore required of us.  And frankly, we’ve done comparatively little as 

a nation to assist with the current refugee crisis.  We’ve taken in far fewer 

refugees than other countries with much less wealth and much smaller 

populations.  And the most recent travel ban attempts to stop all refugees 
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from entering our country for 90 days, and specifically halts Syrian refugees 

for 120 days. 

 The stated reason for this is the potential threat to national security 

that these refugees may pose.  And, of course, keeping us safe is also a 

good and critically important thing to do.  But is there really a significant risk 

in allowing refugees into our country?  You may disagree, but I don’t think 

so.  The risk of a refugee coming to this country to commit a terrorist act is 

extremely small.  In fact, zero refugees from the countries on the travel ban 

have ever killed anyone in this country in a terrorist attack!  This is partly 

because there are much easier ways for terrorists to gain access to our 

country.  And partly because we have the most rigorous vetting process for 

refugees of any country in the world.  Our track record shows that our 

vetting process works very well. 

 That said, we must admit that perfect national security is never 

attainable, and we must resist the urge to make it into a god to which we 

sacrifice all our other values in order to appease it.  The call on Christians 

to be merciful and compassionate remains in force.  That’s why, in a rare 

display of unity, religious leaders from Roman Catholic, Mainline 

Protestant, and Evangelical churches have all spoken out to denounce the 

executive order to halt refugee entry and drastically cut the numbers of 

refugees admitted to the US in 2017.  These Christian leaders have 
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affirmed the biblical mission of the church to show compassion to those in 

need, and they note that working with refugees has always been an 

important part of our work as Christians. 

 Recently, a robotics competition for elementary students from 20 

schools was held near Indianapolis, Indiana.  Although they had never 

competed before, the Pleasant Run PantherBots won the competition.  

Their school is in very poor district and the team is made up of three Latino 

and two African-American 9 and 10 year-olds.  It was an amazing 

achievement for them!  (And, I love underdog stories like this!) But after the 

competition several students and parents from other schools were waiting 

for them in the parking lot.  “Go back to Mexico!” some of the students 

screamed.  One of their parents was quoted as saying, “Oh my God, they 

are champions of the city all because they are Mexican.  They are Mexican, 

and they are ruining our country.” 

I was deeply disturbed by this story.  I don’t know if these Latinos 

were children of refugees or illegal immigrants, or 4th generation 

Americans.  But I simply cannot fathom how anyone would think it 

acceptable to say such racist and hateful things to children.  If anyone from 

this congregation were to participate in saying such things, I would feel that 

I have failed as your pastor.  There is certainly room for disagreement 

among Christians about how many refugees it is fair for our country to 
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absorb, and about how to best administer refugee programs.  However, we 

must strongly resist nationalistic pressures to demonize or scapegoat 

refugees as if they are the source of our national problems.  We must not 

give in to irrational fears, either, but instead courageously offer assistance 

as we love our neighbors as ourselves, and advocate for these vulnerable 

and defenseless people.  And if we have opportunity as a congregation or a 

community to host refugee families, I expect that we would follow the 

teaching of Jesus, and our own tradition, and help them.  You may recall 

that we have given such help in the past to refugees from Vietnam, Serbia, 

and Bosnia.  It was the right thing to do then, and it’s the right thing to do 

now. 


