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Prayer

Let us pray.
Lord, take my lips and speak through them;
Take our minds and think through them;
Take our hearts and set them on fire with love for You and your children.  
Amen.
Paper Cranes and the Fear Narrative

In the days following September 11, 2001, many Muslims in the United States were viewed with anger and suspicion.  There were numerous incidents of harassment and hate crimes against Muslims and against people who just looked like Muslims.
There was a very different kind of response, however, in one community in Sacramento, California.  Basim Elkarra, a Muslim American, tells the story of walking by an Islamic school a couple of days after September 11th and literally doing a double-take.  The school, you see, had been decorated with origami cranes – there were literally thousands of little paper cranes hanging in the windows.  They had been made by Japanese Americans in the community and put there as a symbol of peace and friendship.
The Japanese American community in Sacramento remembered the suspicion and hate aimed at their community during World War II, a time when over 100,000 Americans of Japanese descent were sent to internment camps.  As a result of their experience, and the experience of their parents and grandparents, they chose a very deliberate response to the events of 9/11.  They chose to extend love and hospitality to their neighbors.  They chose to work for peace.  They chose to act from a place of hope, not fear.
Unfortunately, our response to the events of September 11th, as a society, have been shaped largely by fear, not hope.  We went to war with our perceived “enemies.”  By one estimate, the U.S. has spent over $8 trillion on security since 2001.  We now face looming budget cuts to social programs like Medicare and Medicaid.  A recent study found that child poverty has increased in 38 states in the past 10 years.  
Motivated by fear, and in an attempt to make ourselves more secure, we have actually made many of the most vulnerable in our society less secure.
Another set of victims of this fear-based mentality has been immigrants.  Since September 11, 2001, we have spent billions of dollars on walls along our southern border.  Some members of Congress want to build more.  They argue that we must step up border security in order to keep out terrorists.  Though, not a single terrorist has ever come into the country through Mexico.
Fear is very profitable, though.  The same companies that profit from the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan also profit from increased border security measures – companies such as Lockheed Martin, Boeing, and Halliburton.  
The private prison industry is also cleaning up.  Companies like the Corrections Corporation of America are making hundreds of millions in profits detaining immigrants.  Earlier this year, news outlets reported that some of these private prison companies helped write the Arizona SB 1070 anti-immigrant law – a law that will likely put more immigrants behind bars and greatly increase their profits.
As a result of all this increased enforcement, immigrants – or those who appear to be immigrants – are routinely stopped on trains and busses, even in national parks, and asked for their papers.  Mothers and fathers are separated from young children and placed in detention centers and deported.  A woman we profiled for the summer issue of the Washington Memo, Fernanda, described her experience as seven armed immigration officials entered her home one night:
“My 10-year-old daughter was crying as they took us away,” she said, “and I worried what would happen to my family.”  
Fernanda came to the U.S. from Guatemala to escape the violence there.  She came to protect her children and to make a better life for them.  Would we do anything different?
We’ve deported thousands of mothers like Fernanda in the past 10 years.  And fathers.  How, exactly, does it make us safer to have children growing up without one or both of their parents?   It doesn’t, but we’ve allowed the fear narrative to take over.
A Better Narrative

The good news is, there’s a better narrative out there.  God has given us the tools we need to change the way we talk about immigration, about poverty, about conflict – and to change, not just the way we talk about it, but the way we respond.  
We could start with Psalm 23:
Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil…Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies… my cup runneth over.
I love those words.  They come from such a place of rejecting fear – not even rejecting fear, but walking through it, knowing God is there walking with you.  “My cup runneth over”  says not just, “I am filled or I have enough” but “ I have more than enough, God you have filled me to overflowing.”
There are plenty of wonderful stories in the bible of people taking this Psalm to heart and responding to various challenges, not out of fear, but out of hope and courage.  Just about every story involving Jesus illustrates this!  But also the stories of Esther, Abraham, Joseph, Moses, and many others.
The bible is also full of teachings on how we should respond to those we might fear with generosity, with that sense of overflowing abundance:
Matthew 25:  I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.’ … ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.’
We choose whether we respond to others in hope or in fear, and that choice has ramifications, not only for us, but for other members of the body of Christ.
…
Scarcity vs. Abundance

In the years since 9/11, we have also seen a response that, quite often, reflects an attitude of scarcity rather than abundance.  We build walls along our borders and set up other barriers not just to stay “safe,” but to keep people from stealing the wealth that we have, to keep them from taking our “stuff,” to keep them from taking the inherent benefits we have as U.S. citizens.  
When many of our ancestors came to the United States, they were called “pioneers.”  The indigenous people that already lived on this land probably had a different view of the situation.  To some, our ancestors probably looked a little like unauthorized immigrants.  
We benefit from that history.  But we often forget that history.  We forget that many of our ancestors came to this country as migrants, fleeing religious persecution, famine, and conflict.
Do you know which country in the world receives the most asylum seekers?  It’s not the U.S.  In fact, it’s not any country in the northern hemisphere.  Of all the countries in the world, South Africa receives the most asylum seekers.  Why?  Because twenty-five years ago many South Africans were seeking refuge in other countries.  They haven’t forgotten their history.  
Like the Japanese, the South Africans remember their story.  And, rather than retreating into themselves and putting up walls, they use that experience of suffering and persecution to motivate them to do something good when they see another community suffering.
That story of suffering and migration is part of the Christian story, too.  Abraham, Isaac, Joseph, Ruth, the bible is full of stories of migration.  There are stories of people moving back and forth, for food or safety, for opportunity and family connections.  Ruth didn’t have to go through a border patrol check point and show her papers to enter Judah.
In fact, in Moab, Ruth and Naomi benefitted from an Israelite law, spelled out in Deuteronomy, chapter 24, which instructed farmers to leave part of their harvest in the field – for the alien, the orphan, and the widow.  The end of the passage reads, “Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt.”  Remember.  You were shown grace, now show others grace.  
But, are we willing to share our abundance today?  Do we remember our history as migrants?  There is a definite attitude of scarcity that creeps into the immigration debate – and the budget debates.  Especially during a time of recession, there’s a feeling that there isn’t enough to go around – not enough food, enough land, enough jobs.
But such an attitude of scarcity and fear makes us blind to the abundant gifts immigrants bring.  Aside from the multiple, intangible ways in which immigrants benefit our society, they bring real economic benefits.   Immigrants – documented and undocumented – buy housing, they buy services, they create jobs through small businesses, and they pay taxes.  Immigrants tend to be younger and healthier and pay longer into programs like Social Security and Medicare.  In fact, undocumented immigrants currently pay about $6-7 billion into Social Security each year – money they will never collect.  
There is a mutuality in migration that often goes ignored.  Study after study shows that immigrants have a net positive economic benefit to the U.S. – that they bring more in economic gain than they consume in services.  
But, instead of welcoming immigrants, instead of fixing our immigration system to work better for both immigrants and the U.S. economy…. instead, we spend billions upon billions on border walls and detention centers.
You see, welcoming the immigrant is not just about sacrificing our abundance to share with those who have less.  It’s also about letting go of our fears long enough to receive the abundance others are ready to share with us.
….
Rejection vs. Hospitality
Our hostility toward immigrants has ebbed and flowed throughout our history as a nation, but it’s certainly reached a high point in the years following September 11th.  We’ve more than doubled the number of border patrol agents since 2001, built hundreds of miles of border wall, built dozens of private detention centers.  In 2010 we deported a record number of immigrants – over 392,000.  The United States, from the eyes of a newcomer, is not always viewed as welcoming.   
Even the words we use speak to the level of hostility.  Illegal aliens.  Criminals.  Anchor babies.  Not the most welcoming language.  Too many of our neighbors live in constant fear of immigration agents knocking down their door in the middle of the night (as Fernanda experienced).  Parents are stalked as they walk their children to school in the morning.

And now, in the absence of immigration reform at the federal level, states are getting into the mix.  Alabama recently passed a law similar to Arizona’s that will allow police to check anyone’s immigration status during a traffic stop or other encounter with law enforcement and then put people in jail without bond if they don’t have proper documents.
Alabama’s new law also requires public schools to collect data on the immigration status of children.  And, it contains restrictions against knowingly assisting undocumented immigrants by helping them secure a place to live or a job, or giving them a ride to the doctor or the grocery store.
Alabama churches have started to speak out against the law. Over one hundred United Methodist ministers signed an open letter to the governor criticizing the law.  In July, a few hundred people attended an interfaith prayer rally in downtown Huntsville.  Two thousand turned out for a rally and candlelight march in Birmingham.  
Some Alabama faith leaders see this as a chance for redemption.  They think back to the civil rights movement of the 1950s and `60s, when many Alabama churches didn't join the fight to end Jim Crow laws and racial segregation. 
In Birmingham, ministers and lay people gathered recently to discuss opposition to the law in the same church where, more than 50 years ago, white segregationists gathered to form a group to oppose white and black children going to school together.
United Methodist pastor Matt Lacey said, "If we take redemption very seriously, then it not only covers our sins but our past actions as a church. I think, for some, there is a tendency to want to be on the side of right on this issue.”
Southern Baptist minister Chriss H. Doss agrees.  He said, "I think what happened in the `60s may be a stimulus for the action that you have seen many of the churches taking on this."
The president of the state's largest denomination, the Alabama Baptist Convention said in a statement,  "I am concerned about the language concerning giving a ride in an automobile to an illegal immigrant or allowing children of illegal immigrant parents to ride on a church bus to Sunday school, vacation Bible school, or church camp… Should we ignore people who are injured or have broken down on the side of a busy interstate highway and have small children in sweltering heat with no family or friends to help them?"
Alabama law would say “yes,” we should ignore them.  Matthew 25 says different.
…

Changing the Narrative, on Death Row

I have one more story to share with you before I close today.

Ten days after September 11, 2001, Mark Stroman, 31 years old, went on a 9/11-inspired racist shooting spree in Dallas, Texas, killing two men and seriously wounding a third.  Stroman later told police he was avenging the deaths of those who lost their lives on 9/11 and that he had singled out his victims because they looked like people “of Muslim descent.”  In 2002, he was convicted of murder and put on death row.
Some of the family members of the two men who died are part of a group in Dallas that tries to bring Muslims and Christians together.  They tell stories of coming to America as immigrants to build new lives, but being confronted by racism when they arrived.  
Rais Bhuiyan, the one shooting victim who survived, had come to the U.S. from Bangladesh several years before.  He earned a degree in aeronautics and was taking courses in computer programming and working at a friend’s gas station – which is where he was shot by Mark Stroman.
Years later, Stroman expressed deep regret and remorse over the shootings.  Bhuiyan is blind in his right eye and still has 35 pellets in the right side of his head.  He says he forgave Stroman many years ago and never hated him.  In fact, Bhuiyan tried very hard to keep Stroman from being executed.  He filed a civil action suit against the Texas governor, requesting that he be able to meet Stroman and attempt reconciliation, as provided in Texas law.  


Bhuiyan said the first few years after the shooting were awful, full of trauma and fear.  In time, he says, he overcame that fear. “If Mark is given a chance to live,” he said, “I believe he will become a spokesperson, raising awareness of his hate crimes… It’s time to take a new narrative on the 10th anniversary of September 11,” he said, “one of passion, forgiveness and tolerance.” 

After Stroman was executed in July, Bhuiyan established a trust fund for the widows of the two men killed.  Some of the money will also go to help Stroman’s own children.

What an amazing story.  The shooter, Mark Stroman, responded to an action of fear and hate with more fear and hate.  Rais Bhuiyan responded to an action of fear and hate with love and grace.  He stopped the cycle.  He changed the narrative.  
…

Closing

Like the churches in Alabama, like the South Africans and the Japanese Americans, we all need to remember our stories and live them out in our words and actions today.  Like Rais Bhuiyan in Dallas, we need to change the narrative.
Rais Bhuiyan didn’t stop with forgiveness.  He advocated to government authorities to try to save the life of the man who shot him.  And the Japanese American community in California didn’t stop with a thousand paper cranes.  While that act was a powerful symbol of hospitality and love, it was just the beginning.  Japanese American groups have continued to support the Muslim American community over the past 10 years, speaking out against hate crimes, opposing the indefinite detention of Muslims, and organizing numerous cross-cultural events at universities and historical sites.
So, don't let the voices of hate and fear, of scarcity and rejection, be the loudest voices in our society.  Call your members of Congress, write a letter to the editor in your local paper.  Speak from your story.  Speak about their story.  Speak and act with love and grace, and with a spirit of abundance and hospitality, just as Jesus taught us to do.  Amen.
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