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Sanctuary (Refuge) for the Refugee 
Deuteronomy 10:17-21; Matthew 25:31-46 
 
Since I have become aware of the global refugee crisis, sparked by the media coverage of 
Syrian refugees, I have spent a lot of time reading the stories of refugees, learning more 
about what refugees are fleeing from, and reading articles about how various 
governments are responding to the unspeakable suffering millions of people are enduring 
every day.  Since the attacks in Paris last week, and in Beirut, and on the Russian plane in 
Syria, and Yemen, and Mali,  and in mosques in Saudi Arabia, and attacks against regular 
people just trying to take their kids to school in Toronto, I confess that my ability to cope 
with the inhumanity (evil) of it all is being quickly eroded.   Every night I tuck my kids 
into their cozy beds confident that they aren’t going to have nightmares about watching 
their mother be beaten, or that their house is going to blow up in the night, or that soldiers 
aren’t going to take their family away.  Every morning I wake up and hug my kids with 
joy, confident that they won’t spend the day in the woods on the border of Hungary or 
some other country, eating leaves, shivering in the cold, aching with pain suffered from 
wounds left untreated.  And every day I mourn for the mothers and fathers and 
grandparents who have had to watch their children suffer, for the children who have felt 
powerless to protect their younger siblings, or who have forgotten how to play, and who 
can’t understand the isolationist and self-serving politics that keep them on the other side 
of someone’s border fence. 
 
And then I get thinking some more about the everyday suffering of people the world 
over, and here in our own community and in our own families. I get thinking about how 
hard it is for some people just to stay alive, let alone thrive, experience shalom, know 
love, or live with hope instead of fear.  And I find myself getting increasingly frustrated. 
Frustrated with the ‘not-in-my-backyard’ folks, or the people who think someone else 
should look after the people who need looking after.  Frustrated with insensitivity, 
intolerance and ignorance.  Frustrated with bureaucracy and foreign policy.  Frustrated 
with Jesus for his delayed return.  And I’m frustrated that this is a problem that is not 
unique to our time.  Inhumanity has plagued our species for centuries.  And most of it has 
been rooted in religious ideology of all kinds, including Christian.  Many of you come 
from families trying to escape the aftermath of war in Europe.  Some of you are war 
evacuees.  Some of you know exactly what today’s refugees are going through.   
 
I am reminded of the Psalmist who cried out to God in his anger and frustration about 
how the wicked seem to get their way and prosper, and the good get nothing but trouble 
for trying to be faithful, and where is God in the midst of all this anyway (Ps 73)?  But 
then the Psalmist regroups.  And begins to see a way forward when he enters the 
sanctuary of God, when he comes into the presence of God, when the holy comes up 
against the unholy and prevails.   
 
And so I find myself wondering where this ‘sanctuary’ of God is in the midst of the 
turmoil that faces our world, but also in the turmoil that speaks to each one of us in the 
faces and voices of displaced and terrorized children, adults, and nations.  Where is 
God’s refuge for the refugee?  Scripture tells us quite clearly that Jesus became for us 
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God’s sanctuary.  The embodied saving presence of God in our midst.  Not in a temple 
made with human hands, but in his being, his person, his presence (John 1:29; Acts 
17:24, 25; Col 1:15-23).    
 
Over the last several weeks we have been looking at the work of the Holy Spirit in 
shaping the church into Christ’s body, called and equipped to continue the mission of 
God to bring healing, peace, reconciliation, restoration, and ‘home’, to the world.  We 
have looked at what it means to be the community that demonstrates and points to God’s 
compassion, God’s peace-making and justice-doing work in the world.  Today we 
consider what it means to be a Spirit-shaped community called to bear witness to the 
rescuing presence of God, the sanctuary of God, the refuge of God. 
 
The scriptures we read today point to the fact that the people of God are the sanctuary of 
God, the refuge of God for others (Deut 10:17-21; Matthew 25:35ff).  In the early days of 
God creating a people whom he would bless in order that they would be a blessing to all 
the other nations, God not only made provision for the refugee, but made it so that 
looking after the vulnerable (the orphan, the widow, and the foreigner) was part of what it 
meant to be God’s holy nation.  It wasn’t an extra or an add-on or something that they 
might consider under certain circumstances.  It was part and parcel of being Israel.   
 
The Older Testament is filled with reference to such provision.  “When the foreigner 
(alien, stranger) among you needs ___, give it to them. Treat them as if they were 
citizens, with all the rights and privileges enjoyed by citizens (Deut 10:17-21).  If they 
are poor and vulnerable, make sure you protect them in the same way you protect your 
own family and your neighbours.  Make sure you leave something in the fields for them.  
Make sure they aren’t taken advantage of.  Take them into your own homes and count 
them among your family.  Make sure you love them in the same way you love your 
own.”  The Israelites were never allowed to treat foreigners as second-class citizens- even 
if they were foreigners from nations with whom they had been at war.  “God doesn’t 
show preference or partiality and neither should you because you are his witnesses.  The 
orphan, the widow, and the foreigner among you will know that God is present, God 
dwells among his people, God has provided sanctuary for all when you demonstrate in 
your own lives his presence.”   
 
Almost all of these occasions where Moses is telling the people how they are to treat 
foreigners among them are followed by the phrase, “for you were strangers in Egypt”.  
Moses identifies the basic reality that all the Israelites were strangers in a foreign land, 
whom God looked after and rescued.  Unfortunately, the Israelites suffered from the same 
selective memory that those of us in the West often do.  We too forget that just about 
everyone here comes from immigrant families.  Maybe we think that because we have 
been here for so many generations that we have become the true citizens and have some 
kind of authority over who else has the right to live here. I expect our Native brothers and 
sisters might have something to say about that. 
 
The other thing we might forget is that God himself was a refugee.  Joseph and Mary fled 
with an infant Jesus to Egypt because an army that had orders to slaughter all the children 
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was pursuing them.  Think of the lives of Jesus and his disciples, and even the early 
apostles.  Jesus was forced to flee from his own hometown because they began to rally 
against him.  Jesus and his disciples were often forced out of villages because of the 
crowds gathering to arrest him.  The apostles were frequently beaten and thrown in jail 
for proclaiming the gospel.   
 
When you honour the foreigner among you and welcome 
the refugee as one of your own, you are actually 
participating in the ongoing mission of God to rescue his 
people.  You might think you are just being a good 
person. You might think you are doing what you are 
supposed to do.  But there is something much more 
cosmic going on.  The power of God – that power that 
created the cosmos, that brought order out of chaos, that 
became incarnate in the person of Jesus, and that defeated 
the power of death, that same power is active and 
working in you/us (the church).  You, simply by being a part of Christ’s active, working, 
Spirit-empowered body, are participating in the life and mission of God.  You are being 
agents of his kingdom.  Looking after widows and orphans and refugees and the 
vulnerable is kingdom building work. 
 
This is why I think the question, “what can we do to help refugees” might be the wrong 
one.  I think the better question is “how is God working in us and through us to 
demonstrate his healing and hope in the lives of those who desperately need it?”  Helping 
refugees (or orphans, widows, the poor, the hungry, the naked, the sick) isn’t about doing 
good works it’s about being a part of God’s salvation in the world. 
 
Jesus told a number of parables about the Kingdom of God.  Once he told a story about 
the difference between those who fulfilled Gods command to be sanctuary and 
demonstrate God’s love and those who didn't. “Whenever you show compassion, feed the 
hungry, clothe the naked, and look after the foreigner you actually participate in Gods 
saving work through and in Jesus Christ.”  The ones who did these things best were those 
who didn't make judgments about which hungry and which strangers they would serve. In 
fact they were so far from making such judgments that they often weren't even aware 
they were serving God and his purposes on the world.  
 
The number of people who call themselves Christians and who continue to lump Muslims 
in with religious extremists appalls me.  The Muslims here in Owen Sound and the ones 
who may be coming as refuges are no more sympathizers with ISIS than my family are 
sympathizers of the KKK or agree with segregation or think slavery is a God-ordained 
idea.  Muslim, Christian, or non-religious refugees are the people fleeing from radicalism, 
not condoning it.  But here’s the part that none of us wants to hear.  Even if they were…  
Even if Muslim refugees did sympathize with an Islamic state of some kind, and even if 
Christian refugees did think that God’s true desire for humanity is an Aryan nation,   even 
if…  we are still called and commanded to love them.   We might not like it all that much, 
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but if we are going to follow Jesus we don’t get to pick and choose which of his 
commandments we keep. 
 
The fact remains that God has made provision for the vulnerable in the world and in our 
midst. That provision is fulfilled through the hands and feet and heart of Jesus through his 
Spirit empowered church.  The church is the place and the people where the refuge and 
sanctuary of God is supposed to be evident to the needy and helpless, the people looking 
for healing and wholeness.  If we fail in that respect, if we let our overdeveloped sense of 
entitlement or our fear and ignorance create obstacles and barriers to that calling, we 
cannot be what God is calling us to be.  
 
So, the next time you are reading that article about children sleeping in the woods 
because a government won’t let them across the border and wondering where that child’s 
mother is to comfort him, the next time you lament the treatment of a woman and wonder 
where why she has no one to protect her, the next time you hear the story of a young man 
who has to make the impossible decision between serving in an army that will slaughter 
his next door neighbour or watch his family be beaten and taken away, and you wonder 
what you can possibly do to stop what amounts to madness.  The next time…  look at 
your hands.  You are probably looking at your hands and wondering what they could 
possibly do to make a difference in a situation that is so complex the solutions are 
unimaginable.  Now, take the hands of the people sitting next to you.  Together we are 
the body of Christ, empowered by his Spirit to be a part of what God wants to do through 
us.  In these hands - there is the mother’s embrace. In these hands there is the protection 
of family. In these hands there is the strength to eliminate the need to have to make an 
impossible choice.  
 
Jesus says, “whatever our hands do for the least of these, you do for me.”   
 
 


