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Grace and peace to you all this morning!
Thank you very much for inviting me to be your guest preacher today. I consider it a great privilege.
Last week, you said good-bye to Karen Bloomquist and Bill Strehlow who had been a part of your community
for 11 years. I have been here more than twice as long and God willing, I will remain an associate member of
this congregation for the rest of my life! Some 28 years ago, when I arrived in Geneva, the English-speaking
Lutheran Church provided a spiritual home for my family and me. We had been members of Lutheran
congregations in Peru, the United States, and Mexico during 20 years spent in those countries away from our
native â�� German-speaking - Switzerland. My knowledge of French at that time was limited and I found it
difficult to worship in a local Geneva setting. Members of your church were instrumental in helping me adjust
to the new location, motivating me to study French at first and later theology. Some of you were present at my
ordination as a pastor of the Protestant Church of Geneva 18 years ago. I crossed paths with others among you
during the different stages of my ministry at the Hospital of LoÃ«x and with the Latin American Christian
Community of the Methodist Church. Since the beginning of this year, I am in charge of the movement
"Witnessing Together in Geneva" a program of the John Knox International Reformed Center uniting some 60
migrant churches in Geneva. My installation will take place on September 9, during the traditional worship
service of the "JeÃ»ne genevois", a holiday commemorating the fasts proclaimed during the second part of
the 16th century to ask God's guidance and protection in the turbulent decades after the introduction of the
Reformation in Geneva.
This was also a period when the population of the city grew to several times its previous size as it opened
itself to large numbers of immigrants fleeing religious persecution in neighboring countries.
Nowadays, Europe as a whole and Switzerland in particular are still or again confronted with the challenge of
migration. The Conference of European Churches declared 2010 as the Year of Migration with a particular
theme to be emphasized each month. Member churches are thus asked to use July and August, the summer
months, to focus on hospitality.
Terry MacArthur asked me to preach to you today because the lectionary texts from the New and the Old
Testament talk about hospitality. We inverted the usual order of the readings in order to highlight the story of
Abraham receiving the three visitors by the oaks of Mamre. Oaks are plentiful in Geneva as well. In fact our
canton has more of these kinds of trees than any other in the Confederation. It is probably also the one Swiss
region receiving most foreign visitors, especially at this time of the year.
Tourists from all over the world flock to it, especially when the weather is as nice as it has been these past
weeks, but visitors to international meetings and events fill up all available hotel space at other times of the
year as well. More than half of the professionally active population in Geneva does not have Swiss
citizenship.
A growing number among the foreigners living and working here do not have a legal status, they are so-called
"undocumented workers" or "sans papiers" in French. Many of them are our Christian brothers and sisters,
seeking and finding refuge in migrant communities, in migrant churches.

For the past twelve years, I have been the pastor of one of these communities and during the past 6 months I
have become a migrant pastor, going from one of these churches to the other, trying to visit all 60 of them on
the list left to me by my predecessor, Lukas Vischer whom some of you may have known. The ministry to
these communities, the desire to unite them in a common witness, occupied much of the last years of his life.
Your congregation has been one of the most faithful in cooperating with us. I trust that this relationship will
continue. I am looking very forward to working with you in providing hospitality to newcomers, offering a
platform where problems can be addressed and solutions sought. As an umbrella organization we bring
together Christians from different Protestant, Evangelical, Pentecostal denominations â�� as well as the
Eritrean Orthodox Church.
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One of our main challenges is to find a common witness, which explains the choice of our name: "Witnessing
Together in Geneva." Divisions, not unity, are the order of the day in the city of Calvin among many of the
Christian communities worshipping here from all over the world. Once they establish themselves, some of
them define their identity by demarcation: We are who we are, as opposed and different from the other.
Under these circumstances, seeking a common ground, promoting mutual understanding - praying,
proclaiming the gospel, and celebrating the sacraments together may seem like swimming against the current
of a mighty stream, an impossible task. Those of us engaged in ecumenical work are confronted with
seemingly insurmountable obstacles. And yet unity is Christ's command: we believe in it; it must and can be
achieved with the help of God.

Is anything too wonderful for the Lord?
Thus the rhetorical question of our reading spoke to me also in new ways as I read today's scripture and
prepared my message to you: Abram was the son of Terah, a migrant from the land of Ur in Chaldea on the
way to Canaan. We are not told why this small part of a clan, father, son, daughter-in-law and grandson, a
nephew of the couple, decided to emigrate. The first thing we learn about Sarai is that she had no children.
She was barren, still an extremely difficult verdict for many women to accept today, but a catastrophe in those
days when the future of the family and its destiny depended on having descendants to carry on the family
name and to care for the older generation.
When Terah died in Haran, God spoke to Abram, promising to make him a great nation and a blessing to all
the families of the earth. How could this come about if there were no offspring?
We know that the couple tried to help God along with a method still used in some cultures today: surrogate
motherhood. This obviously was not what God had in mind and it did not work out well. In our passage, Sarah
and Abraham have changed their names slightly and are well beyond the age of childbearing. They continue
to live a nomadic life and pitched their tent by the oaks of Mamre, a shady, cool place to be at height of noon
when one prefers not to move about. But that's just when three visitors turn up and Abraham runs to meet
them. We can only guess why he would do so: Is it just an expression of generous oriental hospitality? Is it
out of curiosity, because guests provide a welcome change in the daily routine of an elderly couple? Or is
Abraham already aware, as the first word in our text seems to indicate, that God is appearing in his life?

In any case, Abraham goes out of his way to make the strangers feel at home and provides a huge meal for
them.
In our age of French cuisine and weight-watcher diets, hospitality is no longer measured by the amount of
food put in front of our guests, and portions served to them no longer have to be enormous, but when I
discussed this story with the residents of a home for senior citizens last week, they agreed that abundant
quantities of food had always characterized their way of entertaining. Which was probably also the case in
Martha's house which would explain the urgent need for Mary â�� and why not their brother Lazarus? â�� to
give her a hand!
So it is not surprising that Abraham proceeds to slaughter an animal and tells Sarah to take three big measures
of flour to make bread.
The effusive gestures and excessive quantities of food are in stark contrast to the short comment of the
visitors. They limit themselves to a simple: "Do as you have said". In their presence, Abraham's role is that of
a servant and not of a host or master who normally shares the food with his guests. The visitors also treat him
as such. They are apparently more interested in meeting Sarah, and ask where she is, a rather rude, intrusive
statement under the circumstances. Abraham's answer is short and to the point: Sarah is inside the tent. He
obvious thinks that this is where she is supposed to be. Slowly, but surely, though, she becomes the center of
attention. Only one of the three visitors continues the conversation and tells her that she will have a son. This
makes her laugh â�� apparently the unknown visitor, who cannot see her, is not aware of her age! With His
answer makes her realize her mistake.

She attempts to take back her first reaction, but she did laugh, and she will have many more occasions for joy
with the long-expected son whom she names Isaac, which means "laughter" or "may he laugh" in Hebrew.
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Together with Hannah and Mary, the mother of Jesus, alluded to in today's Bible study an in the hymn we just
sung, Sarah receives a message from God announcing a miraculous pregnancy and the birth of a son. Her eyes
were opened; she understood that it was God who spoke to her when she heard the question:
"Is anything too wonderful for the Lord?"
Thus hospitality to strangers brings unexpected rewards, clears the way for long-held desires to become
reality. It may well provide the key for promises to be fulfilled, and for God to be present among us, as the
Holy Trinity, depicted on the icon painted in 1410 by the Russian painter Rublev which you find on the front
cover of your bulletin.
Hebrews 13,2 sums up our story by recommending: "Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing
some have unwittingly entertained angels."
As God speaks to each one of us here today, things may have come to our mind that God promised, but that
have not yet come to pass. Like Sarah we may wonder about such promises and whether they will ever
materialize in our personal life, in the lives of our family and friends. Some of us have also waited years and
despaired for an answer to our prayer, a light in the darkness, a solution to unresolved conflict in our church,
problems in our profession, in our society, and in the world.
Let's take a few minutes' time for reflection, either silently by yourself, but you may also want to share your
thoughts with your neighbor.

"Like Abraham and Sarah, have I hadtroublestrustinginGod'spromises?"
(Silence or buzz)
"Whatpromise or promises am Iclaimingfrom Godtoday?"
(Silence or buzz).

Words of assurance from Colossians (the epistle for the day):

The ancient writer to the Colossians provides us with words of encouragement.

And you who were once estranged and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, he has now reconciled in his fleshly
body through death, so as to present you holy and blameless and irreproachable before himâ�� provided that
you continue securely established and steadfast in the faith, without shifting from the hope promised by the
gospel that you heard, which has been proclaimed to every creature under heaven. Colossians 1:21-23a

Sisters and brothers, Christ has claimed you. In him you have forgiveness and the hope promised by the
gospel, life eternal. Amen.
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