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In the year 1620 a group of families and individuals boarded a ship named the Mayflower bound for the New World. Forty-four of the passengers aboard the ship were religious separatists seeking freedom from the Church of England. In addition to the crew, the other sixty-plus people on the ship were farmers, tradesmen, and servants who traveled for economic gain and a chance at a better life. There was an interesting hierarchy on the ship in that the religious separatists referred to themselves as “saints” while referring to everyone else on the ship, most of whom were Christians, as “strangers.” That sense of “us vs. them” is as old as time itself. One group—based on some measure such as income, education, religion, race or nationality—determines itself to be better than some other group. Dr. Seuss, who authored so many memorable children’s books, describes this process wonderfully in his book Sneeches in which, star-bellied and plain-bellied Sneeches in an effort to be better than one another fight for status before realizing that Sneeches are Sneeches. 

Nevertheless, there is an impulse in our society to stratify or segregate ourselves based on some natural or acquired attribute. Saints and Strangers gave way in our society to churches where whites were seated in pews on the main floor while blacks were seated in the balcony. During the industrial revolution, wealthy mill owners often built a second Episcopal Church in the town to serve the mill workers. Somehow this made more sense than inviting the workers to attend the same Episcopal Church where the managers and factory or mill owners worshipped.  This ongoing religious segregation led Martin Luther King, Jr. to remark in the 1960s that, “the most segregated hour of Christian America is eleven o’clock on a Sunday morning.” Which begs the question, Why is this the case when we pray week-after-week for Christian unity and profess to strive for justice and peace among all people?

The author of Matthew’s gospel managed to anticipate this question. Throughout the gospel we read that the will of God has to do with addressing human suffering and Jesus responds with actions. The theme can be stated as doing God’s will in both word and deed. In this morning’s gospel passage Jesus sees Matthew sitting in a tax booth and he said to him, “Follow me.” And he gets up and follows Jesus. Later on, Jesus is having dinner with his disciples and many tax collectors and sinners. Now, we all know that Jesus is not some early libertarian and that these tax collectors are not the forerunners of our modern IRS agents, but these tax collectors were in collusion with the occupying force, Rome. And furthermore, the tax collectors often took more money than required in order to line their own pockets. And we understand from the story that Jesus is in the house of a tax collector and the other guests are other tax collectors and sinners—people who were labeled “sinners” and put out of the synagogue. They were looked down upon by the Pharisees who viewed themselves as the keepers of all that was right and good and just in society. We’ve all met people like that. Right?

Last week there was a story on NPR about Douglas Kmiec a conservative lawyer and Roman Catholic who served in the Reagan Administration. Kmiec, who was dean of Catholic University’s law school before moving to Pepperdine University had been asked to address a group of catholic businessmen about why he, as a pro-life conservative had decided to support Barack Obama, who is pro-choice. The meeting began with a mass and Kmiec realized that the priest was talking about Kmiec and only Kmiec and denouncing his stance. Later as Kmiec came forward to receive communion, the priest shook his head “no” and denied Kmiec communion. Within days, Cardinal Mahoney denounced the priest’s actions and said that the priest had no right to make that call. The minister of the eucharist is not a judge and should never act as one.  In doing this, the priest had taken the symbol of unity and hospitality, a symbol of wholeness, and had turned it into a political symbol and a divisive one at that. 

One of the things we learn from that passage from Genesis, which introduced the story of Abraham and Sarah, is that Abram is the father of many nations and that through him all the peoples of the earth will be blessed. It’s a rather inclusive vision. The old 1950s term “Judaeo-Christian” gave way in the 1990s to the term “Abrahamic faiths”, which brought in the ties of Islam to Abraham through his son, Ishmael. 

Some people around us might ask, “Can we be too inclusive? Can we be too accepting?” Well, one of the earliest images we have of Abraham occurs shortly after this particular passage from Genesis. It is the image of Abraham offering hospitality to strangers, who turn out to be angels, who, in turn, extend God’s blessing to Abraham. Similarly, the passage from Matthew’s gospel illustrates how Jesus took his message out to all people in all places. Jesus knew, unlike the Pharisees, that one’s goodness and devotion to God was not tainted by being with others as long as one held to his or her faith and commitment to God. This seems to be a message that was lost on the Pilgrims who sailed on the Mayflower. Excluding others by identifying them as “strangers” while referring to yourself as a “saint” misses much of the good news of the Gospel.  After all, these people would be living and working together as soon as they set foot on dry land. 

As it turns out, nearly half of these Saints and Strangers died during the first harsh winter and I wonder if God really cared which to which group the deceased belonged? God probably was more interested in the heart of the person. Did he or she endeavor to do God’s will. Did he or she reach out in kindness to others? Did he or she welcome strangers? Because, I doubt that in God’s world there exists an “us” or a “them.” For God it was simply one person, one creation.
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