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Happy Father’s Day! To those of you who have perhaps forgotten to get their father a 

gift, or were thinking of running out to the department store to pick up another truly 

terrible tie, I’ve got another idea for you. But take this idea with great caution, because 

you could be suffering the results of this gift for years to come. That’s right, for the low, 

low entry price of $69, you can get your dad a membership to Ancestry.com. (You didn’t 

know this sermon would have a sponsor, right?) Of course, the true gift will be the hours 

sitting in the family room in front of a screen while dad tells you about your great-uncle 

who opened up the first furniture store in Clay Center, Ohio—while you wished that 

you’d just got him the miter saw that he’d asked for in the first place. I promise you I’m 

not channeling a blocked memory... 

 

Why is it that we’re so fascinated by family stories? Even stories of people we’ve never 

met? Why, when we get together with family we haven’t seen for awhile, do we skip over 

the latest updates, and start telling stories from years ago, from childhoods and family 

lore? Maybe your family is less guilty of this, but mine is right up there with the best. In 

March my wife had to suffer through a 2 hour long family genealogy talk, followed by an 

hour of college stories from my dad’s cousin. 

 

Of course, our faith is just as guilty of shameless old-fashioned storytelling. Heck, 

preachers have been hitting the repeat button on the same old stories from the Bible for 

the better part of 2000 years. Same Jesus fighting with the Pharisees. Same prophets 

railing against the wicked. Same Noah and the big flood. No different today, I’m sorry to 

say. Once again, you’ve come for a very old story that’s been told many times before. 

 

If you asked a Biblical scholar, Christian or Jewish, what the foundational piece of 

Scripture is of the whole Bible, what the most central story is, you probably wouldn’t get 

the Garden of Eden, or even the call of Abram, although it might be a close second. The 

central story of all of Scripture, Old and New Testaments, is the story of the Exodus, the 

time when the Israelites escaped from Egypt by the skin of their teeth and by the grace 

of God. 

 

This is the story that gave the Israelites their identity. They were an oppressed people 

under a cruel leader. God, through Moses, led them out of their oppression; they 

wandered as refugees for decades, and then finally found a home in a new land. This is 

the central story, when Israelites became Israelites, when they became the people whom 

God had called and redeemed. Not by their own power, but by God’s power. 
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And so, unsurprisingly, the most important religious celebration in Judaism, the 

Passover, is the remembrance of this story. From the beginning, the people were 

instructed that this was the story not to forget—it’s the story that made them who they 

are. And it’s the same for us—in the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, Christians 

remember that Jesus sat with his followers during the Passover Seder and declared that 

they would be delivered out of bondage once again. As often as we take of that bread and 

drink of that cup, we proclaim the Lord’s deliverance out of captivity. This is our story, 

and it’s the one that can’t be told often enough, because in it we find our identity. 

 

The stories we cherish as Christians are indelibly inflected by our refugee heritage. As a 

young child, Jesus and his parents fled as political refugees from Herod who sought to 

kill them. Our Lord as a Jewish rabbi traveled with his followers without a home, and 

relied on the hospitality of strangers for sustenance over a multi-year ministry. 

 

And when the prophets of old admonished the people to cease from oppression, when 

laws are written to give justice to the poor, they appeal to the Exodus story. “You shall 

not deprive an alien of an orphan of justice. Remember that you were a slave in Egypt, 

and the Lord your God redeemed you from there.” Deuteronomy 16:17-18. “When 

strangers reside with you in your land, you shall not wrong them. The strangers who 

reside with you shall be to you as your citizens; you shall love each one as yourself, for 

you were strangers in the land of Egypt; I am the Lord your God.” Leviticus 19:33-34. 

Our Bible is not confused on this point. 

 

We tell these stories for the same reason we tell our family stories. Because they tell us 

who we are. They show us our DNA, and they tell us where we’re going. In a very real 

sense, to say that we are the people of God, whether Jewish or Christian, is to say that 

we were lost and are found by the One who redeems us. We are the people wandering in 

the desert and led by pillars of cloud and fire, or we are lost sheep that the shepherd 

leaves to find. And so it ought to go without saying, but we will say it anyway, that we are 

also the ones with a special sense of compassion for those who wander homeless, fleeing 

from oppression, whether from war or domestic violence or gang violence, from 

dictatorial rule or from a crushing economic burden. When a follower of Jesus sees the 

face of somebody who is lost and looking at our home, what we find is our own face, and 

even the face of our God, not a stranger to be rejected or turned away. 

 

Our GPC family has a heritage in this area that we can and ought to be proud of, and I 

want to give special thanks for Ann Hunt, Jolene Blozis, and others who faithfully tell 

the story of our past. Time and time again, this church has worked with families leaving 

violence around the world, from Hungary to Vietnam to Cambodia and on. Time and 

time again, members of GPC have seen the face of the stranger as the face of a friend, of 

family. We have a story of families, parents, children, stories of new lives that were 
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formed with the help of this congregation and our faithful forebears and present sisters 

and brothers who dedicated their lives to stand by those who were building a new life in 

this new land. Those of you who have been here a longer time will know the names of 

Mary Kay Spink, Gina and Ed Rowe, Suzanne Bush, Mary Spooner, and so many others, 

some past and some sitting here right now. These are the real live saints of God, 

ministers to the stranger. 

 

These and others have left us an inheritance as a church, and we receive as a gift from 

God an inheritance of faith, both of which tell us that we are obliged to carry forward the 

blessings that we have received, this story of God bringing us to a good and abundant 

land, and to not forget each of our own immigrant and refugee stories. And in 

remembering these stories, we remember that they have names, dates, and places. The 

Hungarian Revolution, the Vietnam War, or the Khmer Rouge. Perhaps you know your 

own family story that brought you to this place, and remember it with gratitude. Stories 

are powerful because they remind us that the stories we hear about others in a similar 

situations are not abstract, but real—flesh and blood. 

 

According to the UN Refugee Agency, there are over 22 million refugees around the 

world right now, and half of them are children. Twenty-eight thousand people a day are 

forced from their homes by conflict and persecution. Each of them has a name, and a 

home, and a family story. 

 

My sincere hope is that we carry this family story forward—our GPC family story of 

compassion, and our Biblical story of justice— and that future generations will look back 

to us and tell the story that we cared for refugees from Africa, and the Middle East, and 

Latin America, and throughout the world, not as an act of charity, but because it was in 

our bones to do it, and we could do no other. 

 

Today we have the privilege of hearing a family story that has been part of GPC’s family 

story. The Try family came to the United States around 1980 from a Thai refugee camp 

after fleeing from the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia. Amongst the pictures you have in 

front of you are those of Sophany and Sophal, who learned here in Sunday school, and 

sang in the children’s choir. I’d like to sincerely thank them for being here and telling a 

difficult story. Thank you for hearing them with open ears, and with the openness to see 

how God’s Spirit is working now in this congregation. 


