
For the Season of Advent, I am using ideas and texts from the 2010 Regent College Advent Reflections called, Welcoming the Stranger.  This idea of welcoming the stranger falls into some of the themes we have covered in Acts so far.  There is hospitality and taking care of people's needs.  There is the progressive opening of the Good News to stranger and stranger people.  Now one who is strange is “a person whom one does not know or with whom one is not familiar.”  Merriam's second take is “one ignorant of or unacquainted with someone or something.”  Welcoming them would mean getting familiar with such a person, or causing them to no longer be ignorant or unacquainted with someone or something.  The question is, we live in a small town, who do we not know?  Many of you have expressed lack of knowing people in Skagway more and more.  With the pandemic closing social circles, the effect is more pronounced.  But we are not going to start there.  Today, we start with getting to know God.  It is not until we realize how God has welcomed us that we can welcome others well.  Mixed into this is the reality that “God has made us welcome, but still seeks a welcome from us.”  


Our text from Ezekiel explores that reality this week.  It is the first step towards welcoming Jesus into our lives.  As we do so, we will understand more the extravagance of his hospitality and increase our own hospitality to others.  Ezekiel starts us out on the ground, or mountain level.  He is speaking post exile from Babylon.  Aware that Edom and other nations have come into the land that was promised to them by God.  They took their achievements as political strategy prevailing, because they also did not know God.  Ezekiel is reminding the mountains and in the process, the people that this Exile was part of God's judgment to bring them back into a relationship with him.  Their politics, their religious practices, their lives had left Yahweh behind.  Yahweh, the one who created them, brought them to the land, had become a stranger.  They were ignorant of his word and unacquainted with his love.  So they did not see the fall of Judah as a call to come back to God.  They saw it as God abandoning them.


Historical circumstances say the contrary.  Israel experienced unusual benefit after benefit in exile, as what was normal practice to conquer a people was set aside.  They were left in their family groups, allowed to worship as they had in Judah, with no outside customs forced upon them, other that a new location.  Hence why Ezekiel was allowed to prophesy among them.  They had a tentative promise of returning home from the conquering empire.  The assimilation was minimal at best.


God does not enjoy being misunderstood.  The nations thinking that they did this by their own power and gloating that Yahweh is weak is not well taken and leads to the promise of scorn for them soon.  The details of which are laid out in the previous chapter very explicitly.


That chapter addressed Mt. Seir, which is in Edom.  Now we turn to the mountains of Israel.  In verse 8, there are promises to the mountain of again produce branches and fruit for God's people Israel, fields will be plowed and sown, the people walking on them will multiply, towns and villages rebuilt.  People will be settled there again.  Now we live in a time when our presence in the wild lands is viewed as a hindrance and detriment to the land.  There are many valid reasons for this viewpoint.  It does not align itself with our original God given calling to be fruitful and multiply, to be stewards of the earth.  Holding our creation calling in view, this news of people resettling can be wonderful news.  Assuming that we are not strangers to God.


One of themes that sometimes arises in conservation circles is the idea that if it is good for the land, it is good for the people.  God, in his wisdom created a pretty beautiful and awe inspiring world.  A reviewer of the land  and organisms said it was “good” and that humans were “very good.”  The other day on NPR, I heard a discussion concerning the impact of reintroducing wolves to Yellowstone National Park.  The take away was, it is helping heal the land.  It is doing so in a way you would never guess at first.  One of the biggest causes of erosion in river beds is cattle.  With a fenced location, they cross in the same place every time, which wears away the creek or rivers edge.  Bison, with no natural predator, had begun to be sedintary and have no reason to move locations until the areas was completely barren.  Wolves introduced a reason to move before this happened.  Trees and grasses finally had a chance to take root, eroded water ways recovered, beavers had materials to build dams, new pools and fresh water increased stream quality and life, and the eco system flourished in all aspects due to the higher diversity of organisms.  All because a few wolves kept the bison from being sedentary.  


People moving back onto a land can be a positive.  It is not always, but the potential is there when we take time to understand the place and not treat everything as a stranger that must be done away with.  I think again of the documentary, “The Biggest Little Farm.”  Time and again, what was once thought a pest was later needed to prevent some other type of outbreak from happening on the farm.  The broader the scope of the farm was, the better things worked.  Fruit trees were added, but slugs came for the fruit.  So ducks were added to deal with the slugs.  Ducks sludged the ponds, so fish were added.  On it went.  So some of our current one crop practices need to be reformed.  But we can make a difference in the fruitfulness of the land


As Ezekiel is giving the mountains this promise, he is also telling the people in exile that the time is nearing.  That God is preparing things for their return.  The people had used the mountains and high places for worship of false idols.  These will be gone and the mountains can be for the worship of God again.  So can the valleys, hills, plains, canyons, and deserts.  All locations can be for the worship of Yahweh again.


As God tells the mountains that he has concern for them and will give them his favor, what can the people in exile hear about their soon to be host.  The same thing that you try to communicate to people who come over for dinner that you clean heavily for.  You mean something to me and I am putting my best foot forward to help you realize you are welcome and we are excited to have you.  That is the positive spin to it.  Having sidewalks shoveled, bathrooms cleaned, floor swept is a way of saying you are welcome here.  God is starting on a grander scale.  He is preparing the mountains.  So be thankful you are responsible for just your home.  But this is the extent to which God desires to no longer be a stranger to us.  Like I did when my parents first visited Skagway, I cleaned the glass on all the light fixtures.  God is preparing the mountains, so that he can welcome us back into community with him.  God's hand led to the eventual rebuilding of Jerusalem and bringing back a fairly intact community of believers.  


That desire continued over time, culminating in the greatest act of welcome we could ever ask for.  God himself, came as a human being, born as a child to Mary.  God did what we often forget to do when we complain that someone has not called us or come to visit us in a long time.  He did not just limit it to making a phone call himself, or coming to visit us for the weekend.  God came as an infant, spent 30 plus years with us, helping us understand and know God better.  Making God less of a stranger to us.  Jesus then tore down the final barrier between us, by dealing with our sin upon the cross.  This is great news, even better than the news the exiles and mountains received.  We will look at our reaction to such a loving and open gesture more next week.  But for now, know that it is only by our choice that God remains a stranger.  We are well known to him.  Much like many television stars these days.  We know all about them and they have no idea that we even exist.  God does not want that to continue.  So whether by exile, or sending his son, God tries to get our attention and make himself known.  
8 “ ‘But you, O mountains of Israel, will produce branches and fruit for my people Israel, for they will soon come home. 9 I am concerned for you and will look on you with favor; you will be plowed and sown, 10 and I will multiply the number of people upon you, even the whole house of Israel. The towns will be inhabited and the ruins rebuilt. 11 I will increase the number of men and animals upon you, and they will be fruitful and become numerous. I will settle people on you as in the past and will make you prosper more than before. Then you will know that I am the Lord. 12 I will cause people, my people Israel, to walk upon you. They will possess you, and you will be their inheritance; you will never again deprive them of their children. 
13 “ ‘This is what the Sovereign Lord says: Because people say to you, “You devour men and deprive your nation of its children,” 14 therefore you will no longer devour men or make your nation childless, declares the Sovereign Lord. 15 No longer will I make you hear the taunts of the nations, and no longer will you suffer the scorn of the peoples or cause your nation to fall, declares the Sovereign Lord.’ ” 
