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The signs at the borders of Saratoga Springs that welcome folk to this city say 
“Health. History. Horses.”  I like to think that the sign is missing another “H.”  An “H” 
that names a value that must be fundamental to a city that is always inviting folks to 
come visit:  Hospitality.  Without hospitality, a town like Saratoga Springs doesn’t work.  

As a person of faith, inspired by the teaching of the the world’s religions, 
hospitality must be a fundamental value for me.  

Leviticus from the Hebrew Bible:  "When strangers sojourn with you in your 
land, you shall do them no wrong, the strangers who sojourn with you shall be to you 
as natives among you, and you love them as yourself; for you were strangers in the land 
of Egypt.”  —Leviticus 19:33-34

From the letter to the Hebrews in the Christian Bible:  "Do not neglect to show 
hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.” —
Hebrews 13:2

"For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do not use your 
freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence, but through love become slaves to one 
another. For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, "You shall love 
your neighbor as yourself.” —Galatians 5:13-14

In the Christian Gospel, the people ask Jesus: ”[Lord,] when did we see you a 
stranger and invite you in?" [and he replies:] "I tell you the truth, whatever you did for 
one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.” —Matthew 25: 38, 40

From the Qur’an:  "And do good unto your parents, and near of kin, and unto 
orphans, and the needy, and the neighbour from among your own people, and the 
neighbor who is a stranger, and the friend by your side, and the wayfarer, and those 
whom you rightfully possess. Verily, God does not love any of those who, full of self-
conceit, act in a boastful manner…" —An-Nisa 4:36  

The scriptures of the world are filled with people crossing borders, and the 
overwhelming call is to welcome them.  The theologian and activist Jerry Gill says:
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“The degree to which borders and the crossing of them figures into these early 
stories of the Hebrews generally goes unnoticed, and the fact that God continues 
to follow these folks around picking up the pieces also usually goes unnoticed. 
Yet it is precisely this refusal to stay on the other side of the various boundaries 
separating people from one another and from God that comes to characterize the 
Divine Reality at the heart of the Hebrew faith.”1

“. . . in the New Testament, too, relocation and displacement are central 
themes, that insider-outsider dynamics continue to define relationship among 
peoples, and that Jesus consistently crosses the barriers that exclude or oppress 
peoples.”2

So here is the ethic of our faith:  All Are Welcome Here.
Why is this difficult?
A family member recently asked me to listen to a speech that the current 

President of the United States made.  I text back:  

I appreciate the link to the speech, but I disagree so vehemently with the 
priorities, positions, and practice of this president that I rarely subject myself to 
sitting through one of his speeches. 

Now, truth be told, I have rarely ever sat and listened to any speech made by any 
president.  What I do instead is read them.  That way it doesn’t take as long and I don’t 
have to stay up so late.   

My family member didn’t want to let me off the hook.  They texted back:

Any examples of your disagreement regarding this in this particular speech 
about thanking the people who are keeping our legal citizens safe??

I love and have long admired this member of my family.  And, my response 
requires a sermon rather than a text, so thanks for the writing prompt.  Just a note of 
caution: If you have a minister in your life, be careful what you say to them.

Ok.  First: you’ve told me what the speech is about, so I feel little need to read or 
listen to it.  The President is thanking the service of one or another of our country’s set 
of law enforcement personnel.  It is good and proper to thank police officers and law 
enforcement officers for their dedication to protect and to serve.  I’ve worked with 
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several of our Saratoga Springs City Police officers and they have all seemed both 
professional and friendly.  I got to hang out for most of a day with several officers who I 
worked with to support the gun buy-back that we hosted in our parking lot at the 
beginning of the summer.  They struck me as really nice people who worked really 
hard.  

But you imply that the task of these officers is to keep our legal citizens safe.  
And there, I start to have some issues.  So if the concern is only to keep so-called “legal 
citizens” safe, what does this mean for law enforcement?  Does this mean that before 
officers take action in a situation, they should first determine who involved in the 
situation is a “legal citizen” and concern themselves only with the safety of those 
people?  This seems to me both unworkable and unsafe, as well morally suspect.  

Saratoga Springs is a tourist town.  This weekend is the weekend of the Travers, 
the biggest race at the track.  There are thousands and thousands and thousands of 
people visiting right now.  I guarantee that the Saratoga Springs City Police did a lot of 
work yesterday, the day of the race, and they probably did even more work during the 
wee hours of the morning this morning. Should they have only concerned themselves 
with ensuring the safety of the residents of Saratoga Springs, the ones who pay the taxes 
that pay their salaries?  It’s also true that the money our visitors spend here directly or 
indirectly goes to support the paying of their salaries, so does that make a difference?  
Should the peace officer’s primary concern be with determining the identity of the 
individuals they are dealing with, and so to strive to act on who they believe people are 
rather than striving to act on careful observation of what people are actually doing?  I 
think the role of the Saratoga Springs City Police is to keep all people safe.  All people.  
Who a person is shouldn’t enter into it.  During the fight on the street this morning or 
tending to the person who was drunk or high, at their best, our police officers did not 
try to figure out anyone’s immigration status or act on their assumptions about people’s 
race or religion or sexual identity. 

Beloved family member: by focusing on “legal citizens”, I hear there a concern 
that there are some people who are in the country who you believe shouldn’t be here.  
There are some who belong and some who don’t.  Some people are in, and others are 
out.

The president and conservative politicians and alt-right news media have been 
talking a lot about migrant people.   The way that the President and his administration 
officials speak, it would seem that more and more immigrants are coming into this 
country.  They imply that the number of undocumented people in this country is 
increasing.  so I can understand where someone might be getting concerned.  But if you 
look at the numbers, that’s not the case.  
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The number of undocumented people in the United States peaked around 2007, 
and has been in decline ever since.  In particular, Mexican migration hit net zero 
around that year, and since then, more Mexicans have been leaving than 
entering the United States.3

The truth is that the United States has been incredibly successful over the past 
ten years perhaps especially, at deporting and denying entry to migrants and refugees.  
And on Friday, the peach farmer Bruce Talbott got an editorial published.  His fruit is 
rotting in the trees because he can’t find enough workers to pick it.  The farm workforce 
is aging out and no one is taking their place.  Talbott says, “We used to be able to count 
on 15 to 20 ‘walk-ins’—people who would show up to work the season—in addition to 
my regular full-time crew of fifteen people. This year there were none.”4

I believe that all people are children of god, all people participate in the divine.  
So who gets to be part of the “in” crowd? And which children of god should be on the 
outs?  

In January 2011, I met a priest, Father Prisciliano.  At the time he was a parish 
priest in the city of Altar in the Mexican state of Sonora.  I think I may have talked about 
him to this congregation before, maybe a couple years ago.  Father Prisciliano was such 
a personable man.  We were walking down the street and people would call out hello to 
him or, more often, he would would call out a greeting, calling people by name.  Such 
an impressive skill.  Thank you all for wearing name tags today.  

I was in Altar as part of a group of seminarians traveling the borderlands, trying 
to learn more about the migrant experience.  Father Prisciliano told us that his mission 
was to serve the migrant Christ.  Altar has served as a kind of jumping off point for 
migrants seeking to enter the United States.  Father Prisciliano looks into the face of the 
migrant and sees Jesus.  He looks into the face of the migrant and sees God.  What do 
you see when you look into the face of a migrant?  Have you looked into the face of a 
migrant?  

I looked into the face of a migrant who was living in a shelter run by a small 
community of nuns.  She told me and my friends about her effort to go to America to 
work to support her daughters.  One of her daughters was at the time preparing for 
college in Mexico.  Her younger daughter, who was a “legal citizen” was hoping to go 
to college in the U.S.  She had come back to Mexico to care for her own mother as she 
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was dying.  After her mother’s death, when she tried to get back to her daughters, she 
was caught by the Border Patrol, put in detention for some months, and then deported.  
She made more than one attempt to get back into the U.S. and was caught.  One of the 
reasons she was staying at the shelter was because she was trying to recover from the 
trauma of being sexually assaulted on her journey, as well as the trauma of her 
treatment at the hands of the Border Patrol and the on-going trauma of her separation 
from her children.  When I looked into her face, I could care less if she was “legal” or 
not.  She deserved refuge and healing and reunion with her children.  I did not see a 
threat to the United States or to the way of life in America.  I looked into her face and I 
saw the moral failure of the United States government to address the humanitarian 
crisis that is the direct effect of our immigration policies and the enforcement priorities 
given by the Executive Branch and put into practice by the Border Patrol and by 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement.  

Beloved family member, who I know celebrates multiculturalism and the gifts 
that people of diverse heritage bring to our country and the world, there are some of the 
examples of why I might disagree with the priorities and perspective of a speech like 
the one you’ve called my attention to.  The un-neighborliness of it goes against both the 
facts of migration and the call of my faith.

I met lots of migrants during my time in the Arizona-Sonora borderlands.  And 
I’ve met migrants here in Saratoga Springs.  And as a mere four-year Saratogian, I am 
something of a migrant here, too.  And when I look into the faces of migrants, when I 
look into the faces of those who are treated as outsiders, vilified and demonized, my 
heart of faith cries out: You are welcome here.  I see the divine in you.  I see the divine in 
you  All are—all should be—welcome here.  

May it be so.


