
Reading: 1 Kings 8.22-23, 41-43; Galatians 1.1-12; Luke 7.1-10 
 
Near the beginning of the film of Paddington Bear, when Mr Brown spots the disconsolate bear on 
the station platform, he warns his family: “Stranger danger!  Keep your eyes down.  There’s some 
sort of bear.”1  ‘Stranger danger.’  Is this simply a little rhyme, or is there something more sinister 
here?  It seems that wherever one looks, whatever news media one engages with, we’re being asked 
whether strangers are a danger.  And the question of whether we should view strangers as a danger 
is at the heart of both our Old Testament passage today from 1 Kings, and of our Gospel text.  So 
we’ll go on to look at what they have to say about how we are invited to relate to foreigners in our 
land today. 
 
I wonder what your perception is of how the English currently view immigrants to this country.  
One politician’s recent view is that English people think that we’ve lost control of our borders and 
are angry about immigration.  He suggested that such anger is close to boiling over in violent ways.  
You’ll have heard similar views reported in the news.  But does it really accord with a majority view 
among the English?  I have been reading a recent report called Fear and Hope 2016.2  The report is 
based on research with a representative diversity of several thousand English people.  I’ve been 
surprised by the picture it reveals.  It produces a different picture of the English view of 
immigration today. 
 
The Fear and Hope report shows that there’s a wide spectrum of views, and it’s not a simple case of 
English people being either ‘for’ or ‘against’ immigration.  But if we boil it down and simplify the 
picture, people fall broadly into three categories: on the first part of the spectrum are those who are 
comfortable with an increasingly multicultural society, and who welcome the presence of diverse 
people from overseas.  Moving around the spectrum, there’s a middle group of people who do have 
concerns, but who are open to being persuaded.  And then, further along the spectrum, is a group 
who have significant worries about immigration, including a small portion who are openly hostile to 
immigrants. 
 
What I found most striking about the Fear and Hope research, comes from the comparison of 
results from their 2011 survey with this year’s survey.  What this shows is that more of the English 
are comfortable with strangers from overseas: the proportion of those who are open and welcoming 
to immigrants has increased from a quarter in 2011 to one third in 2016.  That’s not a sea change in 
attitude.  But it is still a remarkable shift in opinion.  In just five years, there’s been a significant 
increase is those who believe that immigration is good for the country.  It’s remarkable because the 
last five years have seen record net immigration into the UK.  And it’s remarkable given what the 
Archbishop of Canterbury calls the “dangerous political rhetoric” being expressed around race and 
immigration by some of the UK’s political leaders.3 
 
So the good news – which the media has been slow to publicise – is that many ordinary people can 
reach their own positive view of immigration despite a negative public discourse.  Perhaps I 

                                                        
1 ‘Paddington’, dir. Paul King, 2014. 
2 http://www.fearandhope.org.uk/  
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shouldn’t be so surprised.  When I arrived at St Martin’s nearly a year ago I was given a desk in an 
office with staff from the Development Team and from the Christmas Appeal.  One of those staff 
was called Maria.  I discovered Maria to be a bright and interesting colleague.  And one of 
interesting things about Maria is that she is Romanian.  But as a Romanian, Maria represents 
everything that some argue is a danger to this country; she is the type of stranger some are saying 
we need to be frightened of.  When Maria left St Martin’s earlier this spring for another position, I 
was really sad to see her go.  I knew that she had enriched my life, and that of my other British 
colleagues – and I knew she had made a sterling contribution to the work of the Development 
Team.  She had been nothing but a blessing.  And if you go down to St Martin’s café or shop today, 
you’ll find other Marias – for we have staff of 25 different nationalities here.  And, far from being a 
danger, they are being a blessing to those in London who visit St Martin’s.  They are among many 
foreigners who contribute to shaping a positive view of immigration for us British. 
 
In reading the Fear and Hope report I was struck by another element.  It explains that this positive 
shift in how the English view immigration is closely linked to optimism about the economy.  And it 
finds a clear correlation between economic pessimism and fear of foreigners.  So when people feel 
economically secure, they tend to be more positive about foreigners and their arrival in our country.  
But when times are economically anxious or tough there is a pattern of blaming and scapegoating 
foreigners in our midst.  One doesn’t have to look too far back into English and wider European 
history for ready confirmation of this.  And it’s not just Europeans – it’s a global human 
phenomenon.  In recent years we’ve seen it in countries like South Africa, hailed as the new 
‘rainbow nation’, where, during economic recession, there’s been violence against migrant Africans 
who are not native to South Africa. 
 
Now let’s walk back together nearly 3,000 years to the reign of King Solomon in Israel.  What we 
find is that King Solomon’s prayer, recorded for us in 1 Kings, emerges out of a period of economic 
insecurity.  It comes out of the experience of Israel having known defeat by her enemies, and the 
bitterness of exile.  It emerges out of having endured drought, plague and pestilence – a time when 
there was not enough food to go round.  Such circumstances mean it was a time ripe for 
scapegoating foreigners.  So it’s surprising that in this context, Solomon should pray for foreigners 
in this way: ‘Likewise when a foreigner, who is not of your people Israel, … prays towards this 
house, then hear in heaven …, and do according to all that the foreigner calls to you, …”  What is 
going on here?  What motivates Solomon to ask God to treat the foreigner as if they are one of God’s 
people, and to respond so positively by doing “all that the foreigner calls to you”? 
 
To answer that question we need to go further back in history, to a time several centuries before 
Solomon, to the point when Moses was giving the law to Israel.  On the cusp of entering the 
Promised Land, the people of God are given this clear command by God: “You shall love the 
stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.” (Deut. 10:19)  What Solomon expresses in 
his prayer, several hundred years later, can be traced back to this directive.  Solomon’s prayer 
illustrates that we are called to remember, to remember that God’s people were once strangers in 
the land of Egypt, and out of the memory of God’s goodness to them then, to treat today’s stranger 
with love and mercy. 
 
And it’s all too easy to forget, especially when hundreds of years are involved.  Do we remember that 
our British ancestors all came from somewhere to populate this island?  Whether it was the first 
Picts and Celts, encompassing some of my own Scottish ancestors; whether it was the later invading 
Romans, Angles, Saxons, Vikings or Normans – all of us who view ourselves as British over many 
generations are descended from people who originally came here as migrants seeking a better life.  
Once upon a time, every one of our British forebears was a stranger in this green and pleasant land.  
And what Solomon is telling us is that how we treat others who are strangers to this country today, 
is a mark of our faith in God. 
 



As followers of Christ, we are also invited to go beyond being kind to strangers.  We’re invited to 
explore how the one who is a foreigner might show us the face of God.  For as we read our 
Scriptures, there are at least two surprises for us.  The first surprise is the discovery that God can be 
revealed in the foreign oppressor.  Our gospel text from Luke tells a story commending the faith of a 
Roman centurion in first century Israel.  We’re perhaps too familiar with the story to catch the 
shock of it.  But if you imagine telling a favourable story of the faith of a Nazi officer in occupied 
France during World War II, then you’ll approach the surprise of Jesus’ verdict: “I tell you, not even 
in Israel have I found such faith.”  Where do we expect to find exemplary faith?  Surely not in a 
foreign soldier who is part of the oppressing occupying army.  Yet even here God is at work.  And, if 
we’re looking, what we can find in such a foreigner is a gift that can’t be found elsewhere among 
God’s people. 
 
A second surprise for us is one that Jesus springs on us when speaking of our eternal destiny.  Who 
do we think we’re going to see when we come into the glory that awaits us?  We’re going to come 
face-to-face with a stranger welcoming us.  Maybe it’ll be the face of someone we’ve met through the 
Sunday Internationals group.  Maybe it’ll be the face of a refugee we’ve met through St Martin’s.  
Perhaps it’ll be the face of one we’ve forgotten.  Whichever foreigner’s face we see, on judgement 
day we’re going to hear our Lord’s voice saying: “As you did it to one of the least of these, you did it 
to me.”  (Mt 25:40)  The danger with the stranger is not the apparent threat they may pose to our 
jobs or our way of life.  The danger is rather that we may not have welcomed them in our midst.  The 
real danger is that we may have been blind to seeing Christ in them. 
 
If we’ve been listening, what have we heard?  We’ve heard that there is good news about how the 
English are viewing foreigners in our country today.  We’ve heard through Solomon that the 
foreigner is entitled to gracious treatment from us – “For you too were strangers in the land.”  We’ve 
heard from Jesus that the foreigner can give us something we don’t already have, can show a faith 
found “not even in Israel”.  And finally we’ve heard a reminder that Jesus is going to judge us on 
how we’ve treated the foreigner.  “As you did it to one of these, so you did it to me.” 
 
I began by recalling Mr Brown speaking of ‘stranger danger’ early in the film of Paddington Bear.  
Later in the film, having seen the transformative effect that Paddington has on the family, their 
housekeeper Mrs Bird offers this insight to Mr Brown: “This family needs that bear, every bit as 
much as he needs you.”  Yes, you’re right Mrs Bird, this country, this British family, this Church of 
England, this St Martin’s – we need the foreigners in our midst, every bit as much as they need us. 


